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PREFACE
This study was undertaken in order to investigate the
activities which took place in Irish pre-schools other than
those within the formal school system.
The princ1p focus of the research concerned the
degree to which the pre-school children were being
'cognitively stretched' by the curriculum in which they
were engaged.
	 The social, linguistic, physical and
creative development of these children was also considered.
An historical review of the theory of play and recent
research in this area was undertaken.
Twenty-three pre-schools were taken at random from the
membership list in Cork city and county of the Irish Pre-
School Playgroups Association. One pre-school which was
not a member was added. Prior to embarking upon the study,
a history of the I.P.P.A. was given.
The ethnographic research strategy was found to be the
most suitable method of assessing empirically the nature
and frequency of play in the pre-school. This study, which
took place between 1986 and 1990, was therefore eclectic in
nature, employing a multi-faceted approach encompassing a
target child observational schedule, interviews, a study of
classrooms, a questionnaire and an interaction analysis
system.
Briefly, the results showed that the 157 children
engaged in this study were being cognitively stretched for
approximately one quarter of the time if they were in a
playgroup and approximately one half of the time if they
were in a Montessori setting.
	
Social and linguistic
behaviour was limited by the actions of the pre-school
leaders and physically or creatively challenging behaviour
was rarely observed. The fact that the children played
alone for half of the total time spent in the pre-school
was most striking.
The most important finding to emerge from the study of
language in the twenty-four pre-schools was the fact that
the children rarely communicated verbally. Dialogue was
almost non-existent and children's questions were very
sparse.
In order to place the above in a National context, a
questionnaire was sent in 1990 to a random sample of one
hundred I.P.P.A. members in the 26 counties of the Republic
of Ireland. Unfortunately, only 39 responded. However, of
note was that approximately 25% of playgroup leaders had
degrees and four-fifths of them were mothers in their mid-
thirties. They strongly disagreed with the teaching of the
3Rs and felt that much more government money should be
devoted to playgroups and in-service training for their
personnel.
CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION, PURPOSE AND INTENT
Over the years there has been protracted discussion on
the provision of pre-school education for children in the
Republic of Ireland. Generally this has proceeded without
prior knowledge of what actually goes on within the various
pre-school establishments, yet with the number of working
mothers ever on the increase it is of the utmost importance
that information be available to parents and educators
alike. This thesis is an attempt to redress the lack of
understanding with respect to pre-school children in the
Republic of Ireland and in particular in Cork City and
County. It is intended to: (a) obtain information; (b)
answer practical questions about pre-school provision and
(c) study the effects of present pre-school facilities on
children. Recommendations for future development will also
be offered.
The founders of the pre-school movement have written
convincingly of the ways in which nursery school opened the
eyes of young children.., kindling curiosity as to how the
world works and also instilling self respect with each new
competence. The research objective is to shed light on
present needs, on the quality of care available and on the
extent to which this care meets these needs. This will
include an evaluation of the intellectual, linguistic and
social benefits of attendance at pre-schools. The general
aim is to provide a basis for discussion of future policy.
It will be argued that careful study and planning will be
necessary not only to meet present needs but also to shape
policy and practice for an improved future service on
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behalf of children in Ireland and their families.
This chapter commences with an overview of pre-school
education in the Republic of Ireland. It identifies the
research questions and then goes on to note the limitations
and finer details of the study.
In Ireland pre-school education takes many different
forms. As a result of the partition of the Country
provision, although similar, is under different control in
the North of Ireland and in the Republic of Ireland. This
thesis is concerned with the twenty six counties which make
up the latter. Nevertheless, there are frequent meetings
of a most cordial nature between pre-school people from
both sides of the border. There are also excellent
relations between the pre-school institutions of England
and Wales, Scotland, Northern Ireland and the Republic of
Ireland, and it is this interactive element, which
transcends nationalistic politics, which makes the study of
young children and the adults that care for them so
invigorating.
In order to understand the Irish Pre-School Playgroups
Association (hereafter often abbreviated to I.P.P.A.) it is
necessary to take a bird's eye view of the whole of the
country's pre-school system. Compulsory education begins
in the Republic of Ireland at the age of six. Coolahan
(1981) informs us that the following types of pre-school
provision operate at the present time: Pre-School
Playgroups, Nursery Schools, and Naonral. Murphy (1980)
expands this by including Junior and Senior Infant classes
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of the National Schools and Creches or Day Care Nurseries.
Martin (1977) further adds to this list and includes Baby
Minders, Domestic Help and Au Pairs.
National Schools make up the vast majority of all
primary schools in the country. All National schools have
Junior and Senior Infant classes. They take children from
the age of four onwards, with the four to five year olds
usually found in Junior Infants while the majority of five
to six year olds are in Senior Infants. About sixty-five
percent of the four to five year olds attend, and this
rises to ninety-five percent for the five to six year olds
(Coolahan, 1981). Children begin first class at the age of
six which is the first year of compulsory education.
National schools are run under rules and regulations laid
down by the Department of Education in Dublin and they all
follow more or less the same syllabus which is known as the
New Curriculum. As a result, they are inspected regularly
by the Department of Education. There are no such
statutory regulations governing the running of creches, day
nurseries or pre-school playgroups.
Pre-school playgroups are mostly listed under the
umbrella organisation of the Irish Pre-School Playgroups
Association. The I.P.P.A. has 1,750 playgroups (I.P.P.A.,
1992), including community playgroups, run by their
members. These community playgroups are cooperative
undertakings which are run through community associations
or cooperative groups of mothers. Voluntary organisations,
such as Dr Barnardo's also run playgroups and some local
4
councils and health boards provide them in the more
socially deprived areas where play facilities are lacking.
Private playgroups are fee paying establishments run by
individuals from their own homes where they take up to
twenty children. Generally, playgroups admit only a small
number of children from the ages of three to five. These
children will attend regular play-oriented sessions for a
few hours at least once a week. The I.P.P.A., in the
absence of statutory regulations, issues a code of
standards and it provides voluntary training facilities for
playgroup leaders. Indeed, the Association has cooperated
with a number of Vocational Education Committees to offer
courses for playgroup people.
There is, however, another side that is in a very real
sense the preserve of the playgroups as opposed to other
pre-school methodologies, and that is the education of the
parents and playgroup personnel. Without realising it,
mothers learn about their children.., they pass this
information orko fathers... and the whole home benefits
from the increased knowledge. Playgroup leaders emerge
from playgroup courses where no formal qualifications are
required. These personnel are tutored by playgroup leaders
who take more advanced tutor courses, again organised and
administered by the organisation. It can be seen that the
playgroup movement has just as important a role in adult
and community education as it has in pre-school education
and this is one of its most beneficial and revolutionary
"spin offs".
5
Nursery schools are usually private fee-paying schools
or kindergartens for children between three and six years
of age. Whereas the playgroup concentrates on play and
social interaction, the nursery school has specific
educational objectives and is engaged in a certain amount
of teaching... although not in a very formal sense. Most
nursery schools in Ireland are private Montessori schools
run by people who have trained in the Maria Montessori
method of teaching, either at the Montessori College, Sion
Hill, Dublin or through part-time, full-time and
correspondence courses as well as workshops run by the St
Nicholas Montessori College which is based in the Old
Mariners' School, Dun Laoghaire, Co. Dublin. This enables
them to qualify for the internationally recognised Diploma
from the St Nicholas Montessori Training Centre in London.
Both organisations maintain registers of schools run by
accredited Montessori teachers and there were about two
hundred in 1992 (Glasgow, 1992) of which the majority were
in the Dublin area. There are a small number of non-
Montessori private nursery schools and there are also some
nursery schools, such as the Before Five Nursery Centre in
Gurranabraher in Cork, which operates as a community
nursery school funded by the local Health Board. The
Southern health Board funds around a dozen nursery schools
and playgroups in its area and other health boards provide
similar assistance, indicating that pre-school education is
seen as both a welfare and an educational concern.
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In contrast to the above, there are about two hundred
Naonrai, which are Irish speaking or bilingual nursery
schools or playgroups throughout the country. An
ComhchOiste Reamhscholaiochta in association with Bord na
Gaeilge coordinates them and provides special grants. The
committee employs an advisor and it also provides training
courses for Naonral supervisors and has produced a handbook
on the setting up of new Naonrai. They are generally very
successful and in areas where they have been established
they are often followed by the setting up of an all-Irish
speaking national school.
Creches or Day Care Nurseries, on the other hand,
differ from playgroups and nursery schools in that they
take the very young as well as older children, and actually
function as child-minding services for families where both
parents work, or for one parent families. The universities
and a tiny number of other places of work have creches
attached, health boards provide a few dozen, but only for
needy cases, and there are a number of private creches in
operation. Of course, in a properly run creche much of the
activity that takes place in a playgroup would also be
provided, with the main difference being that the child is
there all day and must eat and take an afternoon nap.
Finally, since the law does not require registration,
it is no known how many women provide day care for babies
in their homes; the arrangement is usually a private one
between neighbours. The same is also true with respect to
the employment of domestic help and au-pairs.
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Parents obviously send their children to a playgroup
or nursery for various reasons. For some it may be a
purely practical response to the needs of both parents
working. For most people, however, there would also be the
hope that their children would benefit from the experience.
In this respect, all the above pre-schools claim to
encourage the natural learning process through play. But
is all play equally valuable? Play may be rich and
imaginative or boring and stereotyped. Parry and Archer
(1975), among others, are concerned with this important
difference. There are two levels of play; one merely
keeps children occupied; the other contributes to their
educational development. In this context many researchers
[Tizard, Philips and Plewis (1976); Hutt et al (1977);
Clark (1983)] have found play in the pre-school to be more
"occupying" than "educational". Parry and Archer (1975),
however, highlight the difficulty of researching these
differing emphases. They claim that the difference between
the two levels of play is not easy to detect. Play can
sometimes look good, with the children actively involved,
and yet lack the elements which contribute to educational
growth. They further argue that in assessing the value of
play situations, teachers should:
"Look for the security of the children within the
groups and among known peers, for a continuity of
care, interest and involvement from adults
sharing the situation, for the appreciation of
the importance of progression, extension and
challenge for each child, for possibilities of a
sense of achievement among the children and for
ample time in which to explore a situation
thoroughly."
[Parry and Archer, 1975]
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The suggestion here is that a variety of competencies are
involved in play and these are cognitive, emotional,
linguistic and social in nature.
Tizard, Braner and others have written about the
"received wisdom" in pre-school education. In his
Gilchrist Lecture (1978), Braner queried the traditional
nursery dogma with its praise of unstructured materials
(water, sand, dough) and physical expression (rough-and-
tumble play).	 There is little evidence in the
psychological literature that these activities challenge
children.
	
All of this prompted the first and most
important research question concerning intellectual
challenge. To what extent do children in pre-school
establishments engage in activities which require complex
thought? What factors encourage or hinder it?
In an attempt to evaluate play, it was decided to
explore the play arena through the intellect. However,
when social and emotional factors impinged frequently, as
they did, on the child's play, cognisance was taken of
them. The decision to concentrate on "cognitive stretch"
was taken for three reasons. First, the fact that the
researcher has lectured on the psychology of learning as
applied to the classroom for many years should ensure an
informed approach. Secondly, it is easier to judge
cognitive complexity than emotional state from a child's
actions and, thirdly, psychologist and practitioners can
agree on certain intellectual goals for the pre-school
whereas it is difficult to agree on which feelings are
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desirable or even appropriate.
Another way of examining the quality of play is to
measure its duration. Braner (1980) has called this a sign
of children's "commitment" or "quantitative concentration".
At pre-school, many would like to see children develop the
capacity for sustained commitment to something they have
chosen. The ability to manage one's own attention is
prerequisite to effective and satisfying social relations.
Of course, the ability to concentrate is crucial to later
school work. Concentration has two components: firstly,
the ability to sustain attention and secondly, the capacity
for commitment to one's actions. Obviously it is easier to
design measures of the first but there are objective signs
of the second as well. As there is consensus in this area
(Sylva et al, 1980), any practical proposals made with
respect to it are likely to be implemented by a large
number of pre-school establishments. This would not be so
if, for example, one were talking about the promotion of
stereotyped sex differences! Psychologists have studied
these phenomena previously (Tizard et al, 1976) and there
are laboratory experiments that have looked at perseverance
in mechanical problem solving (Sylva et al, 1976). These
research studies examined children's attention to formal
tests of skill. But what of attention in more relaxed
activities such as water play or chat? Hence, there is the
need to study young children in the playgroup setting in
order to attempt to discover what aids or hinders
concentration in the child's everyday surroundings. The
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research question that evolves from this can be phrased as
follows: How long do pre-school children concentrate or
pay attention to any one task? What factors appear to
encourage or hinder them in attempting the above? Which
tasks at pre-school appear to nurture or teach it?
In other words, it was deemed necessary to explore the
materials, events and interactions most often associated
with periods of sustained attention to some action or event
that earned the child's attention.
Social skills are also important. The researcher was
particularly interested in the social setting as it
affected challenging play and concentration. The pre-
school day is often divided into parts, some of which allow
the child free choice of activity or association while
others require him or her to participate in a group or
remain parallel to others. This gives rise to the research
question: what type of social participation aids challenge
and/or concentration?
Many parents think that the major goal of pre-school
should be, or indeed is, helping the child to get on with
his peers (Duxbury, 1986). For this reason, a further
vital area of concern for this research is an attempt to
discover the extent to which this is so. Thus, the
research question is: what are the intellectual fruits of
cooperative play, if any?
Social activity in the playgroup is not just between
child and child, it is also between adult and child and
adults and children and this gives rise to the question:
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what effect do these groupings have on intellectual
challenge?
More generally, what is their level of social
participation? To what extent, and in what way do they
interact with the other adults or other children in the
group? Are there any significant differences in the social
skills which they are using? 	 What factors appear to
influence social interaction? Does the "tutorial" so
exquisitely described by Isaacs (1936), between "informed"
adult and child actually take place? If so, is there a
difference between younger and older children? Should
adults interact more with children? And if so, how? How
do the children cope with stress?
Language can be both intellectual and social in
nature. It can also add an emotional dimension whereupon
the person feels warm and accepted. Many pre-schools
researched in the past have said that one of their
priorities was the fostering of language. During the first
six decades of this century, nursery teachers were
concerned with the "teaching" of vocabulary and standard
pronunciation (Wells, 1985). These are still important but
to them have been added other kinds of linguistic knowledge
such as conversational rules (BrUner, 1975a and b),
"elaborated codes" (Bernstein, 1971), and metalinguistic
awareness (Cazden, 1976).	 The new language teaching has
stressed the function of speech rather than its form.
Snow and Fergusson (1977) draw our attention to the
fact that children as young as four years old are
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apparently aware that infants do not yet have as much
language as they do, and consequently they use the "baby
talk register" when talking to these younger children. Can
this be observed in the Irish pre-school setting?
Do pre-schoolers make a clear distinction between
"playful" talk and talk that is "serious business"? Do
they readily switch in and out of "silly voices" and "well-
formed utterances" according to the context in which the
talk is occurring? Do pre-school children show knowledge
of different ways of accomplishing goals with language?
How direct or indirect are they?
For most children, pre-school is the first experience
of being in a large group where one does not have frequent
doses of attention from the adult. Each one must now learn
not only whether it is appropriate or not to try and get
the teacher's attention but also what the appropriate way
of getting her attention is on any particular occasion.
That is: Which method of seeking attention will be
effective but will not earn "disapproval"? Which will be
socially acceptable?
In addition to conversational conventions, the child
entering school should be able to use what Bernstein has
called an "elaborated" code. This means that he can make
reference to objects and events not in the immediate
surroundings and, to some extent, take into account the
listener's point of view. There have been heated arguments
about whether the linguistic abilities inherent in the
elaborated code (as opposed to the "restricted" code) are
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consequences of the speaker's syntax or speech style
(Labov, 1970). Leaving these aside, we can safely conclude
here that children from less advantaged backgrounds are not
skilled at talking about things outside the perceptual
present nor indeed in using explicit reference to objects
they can see. These skills are necessary if, for example,
the child is to plan a future event or to tell a stranger
which of the tins on an out-of-reach shelf holds her felt
tipped pens. What is the classification of speech for the
children of Cork City and County? What percentage of the
chosen sample speak in a restricted code? What factors can
be identified that would seem to promote the elaborated
code?
Lastly, the child learning to read must have
metalinguistic awareness. This means that he does not
merely use language but that he is aware of using it.
Children who construct nonsense rhymes show this awareness,
as do children who laugh at riddles. Perhaps language, to
the small child, is like water to the fish... something he
knows well and uses daily but something seen right through.
Cazden (1976) argues that the child is not prepared for
distinguishing the sounds of words nor even their
boundaries unless he sees language as opaque. Do any of
the children in the observed sample "play" with language?
There have been a host of studies (for example,
Phillips et al, 1971; Tough, 1971, 1973; Barnes et al,
1983) all showing that children from advantaged backgrounds
enter school "language prepared" and eager to work out the
puzzle of sounds and letters. In fact, a difference
between children from privileged homes appears as young as
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three (Tough, 1977). Do nursery schools and playgroups
compensate for the children's lack of experience at home?
Which social settings promote conversations between
children and adults and children and children? Which
activities promote conversation? And the most important
question... do pre-schools in fact teach conversational
skills?
It has been shown that the nature of a nursery school
has a direct impact on the behaviour of children inside it
(Garland and White, 1980; Northam, 1988). They found that
children's behaviour closely mirrored the organisation of
the centre. Does the type of institution - home playgroup,
community playgroup, Montessori school - have a similar
effect on Irish children?
In examining what goes on in pre-schools in greater
depth it was decided to ignore the type of provision and
concentrate on two things: firstly, the nature of the
tasks that children were set to do, and secondly, the
regularity of the daily programme.
All pre-school centres have some required programme;
sometimes it is compulsory outdoor play, sometimes a story
before they all go home and of course, there are the more
"educational" tasks, such as painting, which are
compulsory. In these tasks there is a strong expectation
that the majority of the children will participate. The
activity and materials are not chosen freely by the child
but instead are imposed by the adults. The researcher
considered a centre to be high on task structure if most of
15
the children had to engage in two or more such compulsory
"educational" activities per session. Notice, however,
that the total amount of time spent on such structured
tasks might only amount to fifteen or twenty minutes in a
morning. The opposite to these "structured programmes"
were defined as "free programmes". The question obviously
arises as to how many of the pre-schools observed followed
a "structured programme" and how many a "free programme"?
Additional questions posed included: What are the
main types of activity which characterise "structured
programme" and "free programme" pre-schools? Do the
compulsory tasks set by adults in the structured centres
affect the choice of the free play materials when children
are given a choice? Is children's play cognitively more
challenging in the "structured centres" than the "free
centres"? Does the type of centre affect the social
behaviour of the children in any notable way? Does the age
of the child have any effect? What does the structured
programme do to the child's use of speech?
Following on from these questions are the equally
important ones concerning the nature of the structured
tasks. Is it important that the structured tasks should be
built into a routine or is it the inherent nature of
certain tasks that may stretch the child who attempts them?
Does a fixed routine provide the young child with security
and hence lead him or her to attempt tasks of greater
cognitive challenge? Are there any notable differences
between individual centres that have a fixed routine? Does
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the fixed routine have any bearing on the amount of
dialogue that takes place either between children or
children and adults?
A strand of analysis throughout, which has provided
the kernel of the research questions has been the question
of cognitive challenge and how best this can be brought
about in the pre-school setting. However, this research
also proposes to explore in depth more general matters
concerning the experience of pre-school education in Cork
City and County. The researcher is by training an
educationist and consequently this implies that an
educational view of the pre-school situation is taken.
Hence additional questions, which arise from different
models of teacher training and classroom management, for
example, will be compared and contrasted with the study in
Cork. These additional questions are necessary to place
the Cork scene in context. With these questions it is hoped
to find out much more that will be of benefit to practice
and policy concerning pre-school education in Ireland
today.
Further factual questions will also be answered: What
amount of time do pre-school children spend on (a) formal
educational tasks? (b) free play activities? (c) empty
(waiting) activities? What is the attitude of the pre-
school teacher to such things as play, playgroups,
Montessori schools and the reception class in the primary
school? What are their problems? How much are they paid?
What type of facilities do pre-schools have to offer in
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terms of accommodation and equipment? 	 How is this
accommodation and equipment financed? What sort of
timetable do they follow? What is their curriculum? How
much control does the pre-school teacher exercise over what
the children do and say?
It must be appreciated that the research questions
listed above do not provide an exhaustive list, rather they
indicate the type and nature of such questions. Others
will be found in the chapter concerning findings and
analysis.
In order to provide the necessary foundation for the
research it was necessary to undertake a detailed study of
the origins of the Irish Pre-School Playgroups Association.
All the pre-schools, with the exception of one, in which
the research was carried out were members of this
association. However, the history of the I.P.P.A. cannot
in itself be understood without reference to the growth of
pre-school education in Ireland and elsewhere. Hence,
Chapter Two is concerned with the various strands leading
up to the formation of the I.P.P.A. in 1969. Chapter Three
continues by giving a chronological history of the
Association until the present day. It is important to note
that there are no authoritative books on the development of
early education in the Republic of Ireland - therefore both
chapters make extensive use of prime source material.
Chapter Four reviews the relevant literature and
provides a backcloth against which to judge the research
findings. This literature review concerns the theoretical
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and empirical research which is pertinent to pre-schools.
Play is isolated as being the single most important agent
in the all-round development of the young child. In play,
a variety of competencies are promoted - these include
cognitive, social, linguistic, creative and physical
attributes. As indicated in the research questions, this
study aims to encompass these areas in its evaluation of
pre-schools in the Cork area.
Chapter Five discusses the methodological approach
before going on to give precise details of the research
design. Chapter Six contains six case studies of pre-
schools listed by the I.P.P.A. and one that is not. The
results from other aspects of the study are also presented
and analysed. Finally, Chapter Seven discusses the
implications of this study for future policy in the arena
of Irish pre-school education.
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CHAPTER TWO
THE BACKGROUND TO THE IRISH
PRE-SCHOOL PLAYGROUPS ASSOCIATION
On the May 14, 1969 a meeting of seventeen people took
place in Sheila Champions' Nursery School, 24 Lower Kimmage
Road, Dublin 6. It was here that the Irish Pre-School
Playgroups Association came into being. According to notes
taken at the meeting, Molly Walmsley of the Irish Civics
Institute was in the chair (Champion, 1969). After lively
discussion, the following resolutions were adopted:
1. To form an Association to promote and maintain high
standards for those engaged in playgroup activities;
2. To keep in touch with each other for discussion of
common interests;
3. To form a code of standards; 	 and
4. To charge an annual membership fee starting on
September 1st of one pound.
Mairin Hope, also of the Irish Civics Institute, was
elected as Chairperson of the new committee and the Vice-
Chairperson was Phil Saunders. Sheila Champion was
Honorary Secretary and Una Walsh the Honorary Treasurer.
The remainder of the committee consisted of Ann Geary, Mary
Brady, Phena McCarron, Carmel Mooney and Nellie Cronin. At
some point during the year Daphne Wormell was co-opted onto
the committee and became the Association's Public Relations
Officer (Champion, 1970).
It was suggested:
1. That a questionnaire be constructed and circulated to
the members the results of which would form the basis
for the drawing up of a code of standards which would
be the subject of the next meeting. The Honorary
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Secretary undertook to prepare and circulate this
document;
2. That Irish should be introduced in all pre-school
establishments as this would benefit the children and
help in their transition to National School;
3. That the committee should meet monthly; 	 and
4. That the next few meetings should be spent planning
the winter programme.
A member from the floor asked the Secretary to write
to Dublin Corporation Planning Section pointing out that
many people would be applying for temporary planning
permission to set up a playgroup and that this letter
should include a list of all the benefits associated with
playgroups. It was also agreed to approach Dublin
Corporation informally to find out the best way of going
about the matter.
A decision was taken at this first meeting to become
affiliated to the English Pre-School Playgroups Association
[which had been set up in 1961 (Crowe, 1973)]. The
Secretary undertook to write to the Editors of The Irish
Press, The Independent and the Irish Times informing them
that the Irish Pre-school Playgroups Association had been
founded. The Secretary was then instructed to compose and
send out a circular to the effect that an Association had
been formed; that the next meeting would be held on June
9, 1969; and that a fee was now payable.
Molly Walmsley was invited to become the first member
of the I.P.P.A. This she did and she then suggested that
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for those starting playgroups, the English Pre-school
Playgroups Association publication "1020 Playgroups" would
be extremely helpful. So ended the first meeting of the
I.P.P.A. (Champion, 1970).
Almost a year later, an article in the Dublin Evening
Herald dated April 15, 1970 dramatically emphasised the
importance of this historical development. The article was
entitled "No Longer a Wonder" and had this to say:
"Four years ago any mother who allowed her three-
year old child to go to a pre-school playgroup
was slightly suspect - and any woman who was rash
enough to organise such a group kept her
neighbourhood in gossip for weeks. Accusations
of all kinds were thrown at them.
The mothers, it was said, were only looking for
a "dumping ground" for their children - looking
for somewhere or someone on whom to foist the
youngsters, to give themselves more freedom. It
would damage the toddlers being separated from
their family so early, it was thought.
The women who ran the groups then starting in
Dublin were understood by few people. Though the
pioneers were, in general, well qualified to care
for toddlers, with backgrounds either in teaching
or nursing, the whole subject was so new that it
had more than the usual number of barriers to
overcome..."
The article then went on to detail the recent formation of
the I.P.P.A., and the psychological evidence concerning the
development of young children. Many years before, Maria
Edgeworth had founded her own pre-school in Ireland. She
had put into effect many of her father's ideas. Her father
was Richard Lionell Edgeworth, the author of Practical
Education (1798). He based his book on the child-centred
approach of Rousseau who had published Emile in 1762. This
in turn had been based on the work of the Moravian priest,
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Comenius and the English philosopher Locke.
At this point, it is as well to consider exactly what
a playgroup is. There are many definitions but ideally a
playgroup is a group of six to twenty children meeting
regularly from two to five times a week to play together
for two to three hours at a stretch. The role of the
adults in the playgroup is to provide an environment rich
in opportunity so that the children learn by doing. These
adults must stay unobtrusively in the background but must
be on hand to answer questions, to encourage discussion,
and to provide an extra comment or an object that will
stimulate the child to explore again. The aim is not to
teach the children but to provide the environment and
atmosphere in which they can discover and learn for
themselves (Crowe, 1973). Further to this, there is a
community aspect to playgroups which is characterised by
the active involvement of parents and the broadening of
family life. People are encouraged to help themselves as
well as their neighbours as they become part of the
playgroup movement.
There are two different types of playgroup; the home
playgroup and the cooperative community playgroup. The
latter is organised and run by a committee of parents each
of whom is actively involved in the playgroup on a rota
basis. It is usually run in a hall or community centre and
is non-profit-making as the fees charged are to cover
expenses such as rent, heat, light, equipment and playgroup
leader's salaries. The home playgroup is usually run by a
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mother in her own home. She may own all the equipment and,
having deducted for her overheads and assistant's salaries,
leave a margin of profit for herself.
In contrast to this, a Montessori School is much more
structured in its curriculum although similar in many other
ways. To understand a Montessori School it is necessary to
refer to the Nineteenth Century. Darwin had, through his
theory of evolution, stood the whole world on its head.
The classical priority of order was reversed - growth and
process were now seen as fundamental - order and structure
were relegated as a subsequent imposition. Montessori set
out to incorporate this developmental viewpoint into a
pedagogical methodology. She viewed liberty as being in
conflict with order. Both, she felt, were important but
liberty was the more important. "Liberty", Montessori
said, "is Activity" (Montessori, 1912).
Through her work with slow children, Montessori
devised a set of didactic materials and here she was
undoubtedly influenced by Seguin's work with mentally
retarded children. The curriculum she designed for
'normal' children, while built around this apparatus, was
also influenced by her view of the child. Her belief in
sensitive periods of development, when the child is 'ready'
to progress in terms of language, manners, discipline,
order and so forth, is all bound up in her view of the
child.
In a Montessori School:
1. There is a flexible curriculum which contains
practical Life Exercises in the care of the
environment and in the care of the person (e.g.
dressing, tying laces) and in grace and courtesy.
2. There is an emphasis on the necessity to utilise the
child's innate curiosity and joy in discovery.
3. The child becomes the experimenter who educates him or
her self by selecting the Sensorial Materials that
Montessori so cleverly designed. These will include
graded lessons in the tactile area such as Touch
Boards and Mystery Bags, Broad Stair, Pink Tower and
Geometric Solids which help the child in its
perception of dimension. The child's aural skills
will be developed and sharpened by the use of 'Sound
Boxes'. Exercises are conducted in taste and smell.
Most of the apparatus is self-corrective, as
Montessori believed that the child would teach itself
by conquering her ingenious and exciting set of
problems with built-in answers;
4. There is a total classroom environment - the living
context in which learning takes place - is considered
to be of great importance; and
5. There is the teachers rOle, as background directress -
she is considered to be as important as the other
elements in the classroom environment. All elements
are important but none should dominate.
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Much of Montessori's philosophy has found its way into
Irish playgroups. Playgroups believe that the playgroup
leader should 'direct' and not 'teach' in the formal sense.
The children learn through play, by experimentation and
through being happy and joyful. Although Montessori's
equipment is not often used, the children in playgroups
still engage in Practical Life Exercises and experiment
with 'Sensorial Materials'. The former might be
illustrated by the children 'washing up' the dolls'
teacups, plates and saucers and the latter includes
activity with playdough, sand, water and jigsaws.
The first Irish educationalist of note to take Dr
Montessori's method of education seriously was Professor
Edward Culverwell of Trinity College, Dublin who wrote the
book The Montessori Principles and Practices which was
published by Bell and Sons in London in 1913. This was
only six years after the opening of the first Montessori
school in Rome.
Culverwell believed so strongly in Montessori's method
that he wrote that if her ideas were applied to early years
education, then education throughout the entire system
would benefit. Not only that, but he was also instrumental
in making a Dublin University Scholarship available for a
student to travel to Rome to study under Dr Montessori
(Dunlea, 1990).
The first English Montessori training course which was
held in London in 1919, was attended by at least two Irish
people - a Mercy nun, Sr Gertrude Allman and Mrs Eleonora
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Gibbons, both from Waterford. The Mercy Sisters started a
Montessori class under the direction of Sr Gertrude in
1920.
On September 16, 1925, Sr de Sales, from the same
school extended an invitation to Joseph J. O'Neill,
Secretary of the Department of Education to visit her in
order to witness at first hand the Montessori system of
education in operation in Ireland. On March 8, 1926 Sr de
Sales sought similar support from the Rev. Timothy J.
Corcoran, Professor of Education at University College
Dublin.
Corcoran was a Jesuit and had much influence on
official educational thought in the early years of the
Republic. In contrast to Robert Fynne, Professor of
Education in Trinity College Dublin who had published
Montessori and her Inspirers in 1924, he had a strong
dislike of Montessori's method and he identified the
following for special attention:
(a) the functions of didactic materials;
(b) the lessons of silence and immobility; and
(c) the role of the teacher as an observer.
Corcoran was opposed to the idea of using didactic
materials with normal children which had been devised by
Montessori for deficient children. Having read
Montessori's five published works, he concluded that the
standard process of scientific enquiry used by all normal
academics was in fact the antithesis of the Montessori
idea. He also considered Montessori to be anti-Catholic in
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that she negated the Roman Catholic doctrine of free will.
He felt that Montessori's philosophy was both deterministic
and naturalistic leaving no room for the spirit. As
regards the importance that Montessori placed on periods of
silence and immobility during the child's structured day,
Corcoran claimed that it was contrary to all normal human
practice. He also argued that since the time of Aristotle
all physiologists had maintained how necessary and natural
it is for children to speak and move around. Corcoran's
view of the Montessori teacher was coloured by the Jesuit
tradition of a hierarchical teaching structure as set out
in the Jesuit code of discipline... The Ratio Studioram
(Deegan, 1985).
Before Corcoran received his invitation from Sr de
Sales, he had had a communication from O'Neill warning him
that this nun was seeking recognition for her Montessori
school. O'Neill made reference in his letter to his
suspicions that a Mrs Gibbons was behind the matter and
observed that the way in which Montessori's method of
education was being introduced into Ireland was most
remarkable.
There is no doubt that Corcoran and O'Neill were in
collusion and it is to these two that we owe the fact that
Montessori's method of education was not recognised for use
in National schools in the early years of the new state.
Corcoran's feelings can still be detected in official
church thinking as late as 1942 when the Archbishop of
Dublin, John Charles McQuaid had this to say:
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"In violent contrast to our system and with the
sane (scholastic) philosophy, stand those types
of the so-called New or Active-School (such as
the materialistic system of the authentic Madame
Montessori and the experiments of Decroly,
Feriere and Laparde) wherein, because the child
is supposed to be his own end or to be
physiologically predetermined or to make his own
truth, the task of the educator is practically
reduced to observing the spontaneous activities
of the general and individual needs of children."
[McQuaid, 1942]
Yet Montessori had blessings bestowed upon her by three
Popes - Pope Pius X, Pope Benedict XV and Pope Pius XI.
Montessori's first visit to Ireland was to Waterford
in 1927. She found there an enthusiastic group of admirers
and no less than three Montessori schools (Kramer, 1976).
She next visited Ireland in 1934 and presented the first
group of students with their Montessori Diploma on January
11 in Sion Hill, Blackrock, a college which was under the
auspices of the Dominican nuns. This was the first formal
Montessori course to be held in Ireland. It lasted for six
months and was conducted, in the main, by Miss Van Tromp,
a Dutch lady. In the final two weeks, Dr Montessori
herself gave the concluding lectures to about sixty
students. Some earlier courses, of a few weeks duration,
had been given at Sion Hill where a "Children's Home" had
been established in 1928 by Mother Joseph.
Two years later, Montessori's son, Mario, conducted
another training course in the Sacred Heart Convent in
Leeson Street, Dublin. Maria Montessori herself visited
Ireland again in 1937/1938 and went to Leeson Street. Miss
Homf ray and Miss Child, who were later to found the St
30
Nicholas Montessori Training Centre in London, accompanied
her on this visit. During the war years, communications
were poor and contact was lost between Montessori and her
Irish supporters. The schools in Waterford closed down for
various reasons but the schools in Sion Hill and Leeson
Street flourished. In 1946 Montessori's biographer,
Standing, conducted a further training course in Leeson
Street after which the Irish branch of A.M.I. (Association
Montessori Internationale) came into being. This gave more
status to the Irish Montessori Society, which had been
founded after Montessori's visit in 1934.
In 1949 a one-year evening course began in Sion Hill
which by 1957 had developed into a two-year full-time
course. Only two students qualified after the first course
and five the following year. This course qualified
participants to teach children up to nine years of age. In
1963 the option of a third year's training was offered,
qualifying participants to teach children up to twelve
years of age, and in 1965 a one-year postgraduate course
was introduced to cater for university graduates interested
in using the Montessori method for children between three
and six years.
Nancy Jordan (1908-1978), born in Bagenalstown, Co.
Carlow, began her working life when she accepted a post as
English governess to the Caffarelli family in Rome in 1929.
There she learnt to speak Italian and accompanied the
children to the local Montessori school. In 1933 she
returned to Ireland and thence to London where she trained
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as a Montessori Directress. Nancy, because she spoke
fluent Italian, was later examined for her Diploma by Maria
Montessori herself. Having worked in England and Italy as
a governess, she returned to Ireland on September 3, 1939
hoping to find sufficient private pupils to support herself
as the Montessori method of teaching was not, and apart
from special schools still is not, recognised by the
Department of Education. From that time on, Nancy worked
in various hospitals teaching sick or maladjusted children.
In 1945 the Medical Board of St Ultan's Infant hospital
asked Nancy to join their staff. This she did and there
she developed the most varied and progressive programme for
the education of small sick children imaginable.
In September 1960 Nancy was offered a lectureship on
the Sion Hill Montessori training course. While lecturing
to the Montessori students, Nancy was asked to teach some
children from the school on the campus, who were
experiencing learning difficulties. In 1961, Sister
Ambrose Doherty, Prioress of Sion Hill agreed that Nancy
would be offered a tiny cottage - Assumpta House - in the
grounds of Sion Hill, in which to start a special school
and to cater for the particular needs of the emotionally
disturbed child. An application was made to the Department
of Education to make this school a National School and this
request was granted on August 31, 1962. Nancy Jordan
became the Principal of the first Special School in the
Republic of Ireland to use the Montessori method. The only
other school in existence for the emotionally disturbed
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child at that time was St Declan's, Northumberland Road,
Dublin, founded by Father Casey, S.J., in 1958.
As her fame spread internationally, she was chosen by
the Association Montessori Internationale to take complete
charge of the special education area. In an interview in
Munich in 1977, Nancy was asked how she approached
discipline in particularly difficult situations:
"I have had several children who have spat
straight into my face. Well, if you get that,
the only thing is to wipe it off and go on as if
it never happened. I remember the very first
time this happened. A child came up to me and
spat straight into my face. I had as always a
box of tissues on the desk. I wiped it off and
I didn't say anything. I just kept right on
working. The child stood and looked at me and I
tried not to look up. I just kept writing, and
after a while the child went away. Two days
later, he came up to me and said 'Why did you let
me spit at you?' I said, 'I didn't let you, you
did it'. He said 'Why did you not hit me when I
did it?' 'Because,' I said, 'I don't do that to
children'. He said, 'I would have felt much
better if you had hit me'. I said, 'I know... I
wanted you to feel very badly about it, I think
you feel it now'. He said, 'Yes, I will never do
it again'. But you see, this is a child I had
already made a certain relationship with, or he
would not have spoken about it."
[Jordan, 19771
It is the attitude of mind implicit in the above that made
Nancy Jordan the great educationalist that she was.
Ann Geary, on behalf of the members of the Irish Pre-
School Playgroups Association (recently formed) invited
Miss Homf ray and Miss Child, Co-Principals of the St
Nicholas Montessori Centre, London to come to Ireland and
talk to an interested group in the Irish Countrywoman's
Association (I.C.A.) Adult Education College, An Grianan,
Termonfeckin, Co. Louth. This meeting took place at Easter
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1970 and at that meeting was Sighle Fitzgerald.
Sighle came from Kilquane on the Dingle Peninsula in
County Kerry and as a result, she was a native Irish
speaker. Her interest in the Montessori method began when
she helped out in a little Montessori school that her own
children attended. Some parents asked if she would give
courses in Irish so she started a little group of her own
for Irish conversation classes. She started with five
children and so popular was it that she ended up with
fifty-four children coming to her home! 	 The children
developed a love of the language which Sighle believes is
most important. This was an unusual approach to the
teaching of the language at that time, for in essence she
was using what has come to be known nowadays as the
"communicative approach" and in this she was ahead of her
time. One of the people that came to visit Sighle when she
was teaching these children in her Dublin home was Miss
Nancy Jordan from Sion Hill. Nancy was so impressed that
she said that Sighle was qualified before she ever started!
Such praise, coming from Ireland's Madame Montessori
herself, was praise indeed!
Sighle passed her first Diploma course in Montessori
(1967-1968) and in the next two years she passed her second
and third courses. Now qualified to teach children using
the Montessori method from the ages of three to twelve,
Sighle had achieved one of her life's ambitions. However,
her study had all been conducted through the St Nicholas
Montessori Centre in London. Sighle knew that there were
many people in Ireland who would like to take a Montessori
course but who were unable to follow such a course on a
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full-time basis as you had to do at Sion Hill. It was thus
that in May 1970 she invited a few people, some of whom had
been at the An Grianan meeting, to discuss the possibility
of founding a St Nicholas Montessori Society for Ireland.
They agreed and the first meeting of the new society was
held in her own living room and from that it grew!
There was a great interest in the External Diploma
Course which was then called a Correspondence Course...
much of this interest coming from the members of the newly
formed Irish Pre-School Playgroups Association. In 1971-
1972 the Society thought that they could add to the
correspondence course and they asked the Co-Principals in
London if they would be willing to approve and support a
part-time evening diploma course for those people who lived
in Dublin and its surrounds.
In 1979 the Board of Trustees purchased and renovated
the beautiful and historical Old Mariner's School in Dun
Laoghaire, Co. Dublin. Sighle's husband, Jack, was the
first Chairman of the Board. In 1984 the first full-time
day course started.
Homfray and Child continued to service the Montessori
courses in Ireland up until 1979 when they retired. In
1984 Sighle was appointed Principal and her husband, Jack,
was appointed Director of the centre in London, positions
they agreed to undertake for a period of two years while
suitable replacements were being found. As a result, they
spent from 1984 until 1986 running the St Nicholas
Montessori College both in Ireland and in England and
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commuted between the two. After the two year period, Mrs
Helen Wheatley was appointed in London.
Finally, since 1984, training in the Montessori method
in Ireland has also been offered by the London Montessori
Centre. This was founded in 1970 by former members of the
St Nicholas Montessori Centre, notably Lesley Britton, the
first Principal of the Centre. The courses on offer in
Ireland include full-time, part-time and correspondence
courses. Since 1987 two former members of the St Nicholas
Montessori Society of Ireland have been running their own
training courses in the Montessori Education Centre in
Dublin.
Montessori in Ireland thus finds herself fragmented
and still outside the accepted educational system. No
state grants are available for Montessori training courses
or schools. As already demonstrated, such indifference
undoubtedly has an historical basis. In addition, there
are now entrenched "interests" in the form of the Teacher
Training Colleges and the Teachers' Union. Yet, despite
all that has been done to discourage it, Montessori's
method of education still flourishes. In 1987 there were
over one hundred registered Montessori schools in the
Republic of Ireland with many more not registered with
either the A.M.I. or the St Nicholas Montessori Society.
This is a substantial growth from Sr Gertrude's first
Montessori school in Waterford in 1920.
There has been a long tradition in Ireland,
particularly in the first half of this century, for young
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children to be educated in small private Froebel Schools.
there is also a strong Froebel tradition in the National
Schools which will be expanded upon later. Before he
propounded his theories in the early nineteenth century it
had been felt by most middle and upper class people that
the natural place for such a child was in the home with its
mother or nurse.
Froebel repudiated an educational system he found in
Germany at the time which anchored children to textbooks
and fed them with mouthfuls of knowledge assiduously cut
from the vast amount to be consumed. He felt that
education existed to complete a person. Like all created
things, a person begins incomplete, but because he is
endowed with God-given activity, he strives after
perfection and completeness. For Froebel, therefore,
education was essentially a process of growth, dependent
upon self activity (Lawrence, 1952).
A Froebel Kindergarten is built around the child. Its
central feature is a systematic activity which the child
thinks of as play. The Froebel teacher is a guide - she
helps foster the individual child's development. Froebel
strongly believed that this development should be
continuous. In order to ensure that the individual child
remained challenged but not overstretched, he devised a
series of games and occupations which form the core of the
kindergarten curriculum. These activities are graded to
ensure an increasing complexity for the maturing child and
stem from Froebel's belief that all education evolves
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around religion, nature, language and the arts. These can
be divided into three groups.
The first group consist of Froebel's so-called 'gifts'
and 'occupations' which are intended to familiarise the
child with inanimate things. The 'gifts', while providing
for the children's play, also trained them in dexterity and
movement and taught them something of the laws of nature.
At the age of three months the child is presented with the
first 'gift' which is a ball, later additional balls are
presented together with blocks for building, coloured
tablets for design, coloured paper to cut and fold,
pencils, paint, clay, sand and so on. All are arranged in
a series to capitalise on skills acquired from previous
'play experiences'. The 'occupations' consist of paper
folding, perforated paper designs for pricking, and squared
paper for drawing, weaving, folding and cutting. Peawork,
sticklaying, cardboard and clay modelling are also
included
The second group of activities is intended to be
undertaken out of doors. These consist of various
gardening activities and the care of pets. The third group
of activities is based on his book Mutter and Kosselder
(1843) (Mother and Nursery songs). This book is intended
to involve the children in singing games and songs. They
were all originally based on folk music and the occupations
and objects which the children saw around them. This third
group of activities is also intended to impress upon the
developing child the value of human labour and the
38
importance that activity has for the good of the whole
community of which the child is a part. Children, Froebel
believed, should help their parents and should be taught so
to do.
Unfortunately, the first decade of the twentieth
century, in particular, witnessed a period when Froebel's
concept of unity was viewed as a licence for adult
intervention. This imposition of a ready made unity
determining exactly what the child had to do and forcing
each child to go at the same pace was a far cry from
Froebel's original concept of the child's own growth
towards unity at its own speed. Nevertheless, the true
Froebel kindergarten, like the true Montessori School, has
much in common with today's playgroup. All three consider
the child as central and the teacher as a facilitator
rather than as a purveyor of knowledge. All three have a
curriculum which encourages play. However, the playgroup
would in general be much less specific and more flexible
about how this play session should be organised.
With the (pre-school) four to six year olds, the
National School would on the surface appear to adopt many
of the child-centred techniques outlined above. It is on
the surface because it is the parent's negative reactions
to the way in which national schools teach which makes them
enthuse about the playgroup method so much.
The National School system, introduced into Ireland in
1831 by Lord Stanley, was run by an interdenominational
board which exercised complete control. This centralised
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board was comprised of Commissioners of Education who were
responsible for curricula and examinations. Up to the
1890s there was no special provision for infant classes in
these primary schools. The main aim of educational policy
was the development of numeracy and of literacy in English.
With a view to ensuring that this was met, children in
classes from first to sixth class of the national schools
were examined annually by the inspectorate. Part of the
teacher's salary was dependent on the success of her pupils
at this annual examination. The system of payment-by-
results (as it was referred to) was in operation in Irish
national schools from 1872 to 1899 (this was the result of
the Powis Commission, 1870).
During the final two decades of the nineteenth
century, a movement towards introducing a more practical
element into the curriculum was gaining popularity both at
home and abroad. In the early 1890s an optional programme
for infant classes in national schools was introduced.
Children following this course were not subject to
individual examination. In 1896 a Commission on Manual and
Practical Instruction was set up under the chairmanship of
Lord Belmore and this Commission, which reported in 1898,
recommended a radical revision of the national school
programme (Belmore Commission, 1897; Hyland, 1988).
The Revised Programme for Primary schools was
introduced in September 1900 and as a result, the Froebel
Kindergarten system was to be implemented in all national
schools, even though they might not have a specially
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organised separate Infant department. The value of
learning through play, given prominence in the infant
school, was regarded as the foundation of all subsequent
learning. In practice, however, the education of infants
was not as progressive as that anticipated by the Belmore
Commission of 1897. The Dale Report of 1904 and
Inspectors' reports for the period suggest that many
teachers experienced difficulty in implementing the
requirements of the Revised Programme. Bevis, who was
actively involved in the implementation of this curriculum
at the time tells how the new kindergarten system would
work well if there were classes of twenty or so but when,
as was more usual, there were classes of from fifty to
sixty, the teacher had to enforce strict discipline. This
led to the children being taught to carry out the
Froebelian approach by numbers! Each child, for example,
had to fold his piece of paper exactly at the same time
when the command was given. The stick laying and paper
folding thus became an end in itself (Dale Report, 1904).
However, in fairness, this approach was much better than
the grinding concentration on literacy and numeracy which
had preceded it. It did at least involve the active
participation of the pupil in learning. This modified
Froebelian approach enjoyed official recognition until the
1920s.
In contrast to the psychological and physiological
basis upon which the Infant Programme had at least been
supposedly based, the coming into being of the new Irish
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State resulted in a curricular shift towards 'de-
anglicisation'. This 'de-anglicisation' took the form of
emphasising the Irish Language and Culture above all else.
The first National Programme of 1922 advocated a 'total
immersion approach' in the teaching of Irish to infants.
All work in the infant class was from then on to be
conducted through the medium of Irish. The play activities
of the former era became subordinated to the discipline
demanded by instruction in a second language. A further
stumbling block was the teacher's own incompetence. Out of
a lay teaching force of 12,000, fewer than one third were
competent to teach Irish (Coolahan, 1981). This zeal did
not last long and in the review conference of 1925-26,
reservations about the feasibility or indeed the
desirability of teaching infants entirely through the
medium of Irish were voiced. As a result of this
conference, the requirements of the first National
Programme were modified. The Froebel approach however was
considered of little importance:
"It is interesting to observe the demeaned status
which was implicitly attributed to the
kindergarten approach. Whereas the kindergarten
had enjoyed a central organising role in the
curriculum prior to 1922, it was now
compartmentalised under its own subject heading
and was on a par with arithmetic, drawing, songs
and games, and language."
[Horgan, 1987]
In line with their policy of gaelicisation, De Valera
and the new Fianna Fail government in 1934 reintroduced the
1922 Programme and its more 'ideal' approach to the
teaching of Irish. It was not until "A Plan for Education"
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was published in 1947 by the Irish National Teachers'
Organisation (the National Primary Teachers' Union) that
suggestions for a more child-centred approach again began
to be heard. At the infant school level, the most
significant result was the publication of a revised version
of "Notes for Teachers" by the Department of Education in
1951. Cognisance was taken of the young child's
instinctive urge "to play, to talk, to imitate, to
manipulate materials, to make and do things". Repetitive,
mechanical learning was condemned, whereas the intelligent
use of play materials, flexibility of timetabling, and the
importance of individual and group activity were
recognised. However, De Valera's 1934 programme still
remained the official curriculum of the National School
system until 1971.
In 1967 the Irish government decided to review the
primary school curriculum with a view to bringing the
educational approaches in the schools into line with modern
thinking. As a result, a new curriculum was drawn up by
the Department of Education's inspectors and introduced
into the national schools in 1971. At the infant level,
all learning was to be organised around play activities.
The potential of play to enhance the child's cognitive,
social, linguistic, creative and physical development was
to be exploited. The new methodology leant heavily on the
research findings of Piaget and hence the mathematics
syllabus for the infant class was structured around free
play and experiments using sand, water and discontinuous
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materials (i.e. blocks, shells, spools). With respect to
reading, pre-reading skills were to be developed through
play activities and games. These included picture and
listening games for auditory and visual discrimination.
Bead threading, sequencing, jigsaws and the use of other
structured materials were isolated as methods of developing
hand-eye coordination and left-to-right orientation, while
drama and mime were seen to develop the child's imaginative
powers.
Unfortunately, the play orientated 'new curriculum'
has run into many of the problems which plagued the Revised
Programme of 1900. A 'play' philosophy of education
demands a certain type of environment if it is to succeed.
The obstacles which derive from environmental constraints
such as inadequate funding for new equipment, insufficient
in-service courses for teachers to up-date their knowledge
and learn about the new approach, lack of space and a
totally unrealistic teacher-pupil ratio placed considerable
constraints on the new system before it ever started. As
a result, many of the teachers ignored the new approach and
continued as before.
Interestingly, many of these stumbling blocks were
recognised at the time but no serious effort was made to
overcome them (Horgan, 1987). It is almost as if the
Department of Education was saying that the theoretical
changes, outlined in the two manuals produced for all
teachers (teachers's Handbooks I and II), was sufficient.
Hence, fourteen years later, it was recognised by the
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Curriculum and Examinations Board (1985) that the 'new
curriculum' still had not been implemented. It may well be
that playgroups because of their play philosophy,
enthusiasm and low pupil-teacher ratio have, in fact,
implemented the 'new curriculum' where the national schools
have failed to do so!
Returning to May 14, 1969 when the first meeting of
the I.P.P.A. was called, and to understand the enthusiasm
and sense of mission there present, one must go back to the
founding of the playgroups movement in New Zealand during,
and because of, the Second World War. From New Zealand the
playgroup movement spread to Britain where those who had
been three or four year olds at the start of the war had
become the parents of three and four year olds by 1960.
These parents wanted more for their children than they
themselves had had. In many cases, their own fathers had
come back from active service to find themselves strangers
in the eyes of their children. Into this climate came
Belle Tutaev who developed her own playgroup principally
for her own child. She wrote a letter to the Guardian
newspaper saying that she would gladly offer help and
advice to anyone who wanted to set up her own playgroup.
There was a flood of replies from all over Great Britain
(Crowe, 1973).
As a result of this one letter, the playgroup movement
in Britain snowballed from one child in 1961 to
approximately 500,000 in 1990. An important part of the
early playgroup movement was the principle of parental
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involvement. Parents were to benefit just as much as
children. It was not until later that British playgroups
(which did not include parents as an integral part of
themselves) developed (Crowe, 1983). A further reason for
this exponential rate of growth of playgroups in Britain
was the fact that the demand for nursery education far
outstripped the supply (Hope, 1970). The Education Act of
1944 had made provision for nursery education for all
children of three to five years of age whose parents
desired it. This promise had not been met during the
fifties and in 1960 the situation was further exacerbated
by a shift in British Educational policy towards a heavier
investment in higher education. Into this vacuum, caused
by the redeployment of those resources, came the Pre-School
Playgroups Association (hereafter, P.P.A.) founded in 1961.
The P.P.A. made playgroups aware of each others
existence. It started a newsletter, served as a voice for
the association and introduced members to the pioneering
work of the New Zealand playgroups. Having established
itself as a charity, the P.P.A. attracted some grant aid
from the Nuffield and other foundations. However, the main
resources came from the voluntary efforts of mothers whose
only reward was the pleasure of being involved in what they
perceived as a very important stage in their child's
educational development. In addition, involvement with the
movement stimulated the intellectual curiosity of many
mothers who adopted a much more enlightened approach to the
bringing up of their own children.
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After its inception the next major landmark in the
life of the P.P.A occurred in 1966 when Lady Plowden
submitted her report "Children and their Primary Schools"
(H.M.S.O., 1966) to the Secretary of State for Education
and Science. Lady Plowden included, amongst her numerous
recommendations, the belief that pre-school education was
of vital importance to the young child and that there
should be a marked increase in its provision. This report
added impetus to the playgroup movement which was already
growing rapidly. By 1969 the P.P.A. was a huge
organisation with a network of branches throughout England.
The development of the P.P.A. in Great Britain had
contributed to the setting up of the I.P.P.A., but the
catalyst for its founding had undoubtedly come from the
Civics Institute of Ireland and, in particular, from the
personages of Molly Walmsley and Mairin Hope, the first
member and the first chairperson of the Association
respectively.
The Civics Institute of Ireland is a voluntary
organisation and regards its main function as being the
directing of public notice to social problems and
opportunities and the promotion of ideas and measures which
it hopes will be taken up and developed by the special
bodies which are best able to handle them. The "Civics"
was founded in 1914 by a small group of people who were
interested in improving Ireland's cities and towns. The
Institute was inspired by Father J.E. Canavan, S.J., and
financed by the prize money awarded to Professor Patrick
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Abercrombie, F.R.I.B.A., and Mr Sydney A. Kelly, F.S.I.,
whose plan of "Dublin of the Future" won the prize of £500
in the competition connected with the Civics Exhibition of
1913.
The Institute's interest in town planning and housing
brought to its attention the urgent necessity for
children's playgrounds in Ireland's cities and it sought
the support of Dublin Corporation in the provision of these
facilities. In 1931 the first playground was opened at
Broadstone with a staff of voluntary helpers and the number
of playgrounds managed by the Institute gradually increased
to ten. These were now professionally staffed and catered
for about 3,000 children. In 1975, the responsibility for
running these playgrounds was handed over to Dublin
Corporation which had for many years been providing the
necessary finance.
In 1940, parallel to their work with playgrounds, the
Institute set up St Brigid's Nursery Centre at Mountjoy
Square for children from two to five years of age. Here
the children from the surrounding deprived areas could
receive three good meals a day coupled with adequate rest
and play periods all under professional supervision. The
improvement in these children's health and happiness was
quite marked. A second purpose-built day care nursery
called St Joseph's was opened in 1955 and these two centres
now cater for about eighty children between them. The care
of these children is financed in a number of different
ways:
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1. The Eastern Health Board make a grant towards running
costs;
2. Community Welfare maintains children in both centres;
3. Some parents make a weekly contribution; and
4. The Institute engages in various fund raising
activities.
[Walmsley, 1988]
In 1966 there was a Social Science Conference in
University College Dublin and as a result of this
conference, Sister Simeon, Ann McKenna and others started
a branch of 0.M.E.P. (Organisation Mondiale pour
l'Education Pre-Scholaire) in Ireland and Molly Walmsley
became a member. A survey of day nursery facilities in
Dublin conducted by Molly Walmsley and Sr Michael Cowman
and read to members of 0.M.E.P. in May 1967 at their annual
general meeting (Walmsley, 1969) found that there was a
total lack of control over the conditions and standards of
pre-school establishments by the Dublin Health Authority
and the Minister of Health. In the 0.M.E.P. Newsletter of
June 1969, Molly Walmsley says that even in the 1966/67
survey there was already evidence that a large number of
private nureries existed and that many more were being
planned. Furthermore, she said that community centres in
newly developed areas were hoping to establish nurseries or
playgroups.
0.M.E.P. meetings during the winter of 1967/68
included lectures by Miss Briely of the Roehampton Froebel
Training College and Miss Grasier from St Mary's College,
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Belfast. Both these speakers stressed the importance of
the early years of life for future development and the
needs of the pre-school child. Apart from the limited
number of places available for full teacher training
courses, there was no course available for people engaged
in this kind of playgroup or nursery work. Clearly there
was a great need from those undertaking the care of young
children for some kind of preparation for this work. Molly
Walmsley offered to ask the Council of the Civics Institute
to consider organising a series of talks which might meet
some of the needs of those undertaking work in this field.
This was agreed by the Council and a sub-committee was
formed with terms of reference that a trial Day Seminar
might take place in St Joseph's Nursery, the cost to be
covered by a charge for participation (Walmsley, 1987;
1988).
In May 1968 the Civics Institute organised the one day
seminar in St Joseph's Nursery, Cork Street, Dublin in
order to ascertain the extent of interest in playgroups.
They put an advertisement in the paper and their particular
concern was that the seminar would cover its costs.
However, their apprehension was unnecessary as it was
received enthusiastically and attended by seventy women and
two men (this included the Civics staff). Indeed, it was
noted that twenty applications had to be refused.
Previously there had been a number of talks given to
0.M.E.P. and from these Molly Walmsley picked out the three
speakers for the seminar, namely Dr Barbara Stokes, Nancy
50
Jordan and Moira Jones, all of whom were to have a
significant effect on the development of pre-school
education in Ireland. Molly Walmsley and the other
organisers found that this one-day seminar was given a lot
of publicity in the press and enquiries came flooding in
from all over the country. Responding to this demand, a
much fuller course of evening lectures was arranged for the
following winter in St Brigid's Nursery and was attended by
sixty-eight women (Walmsley, 1969).
Molly Walmsley and Mairin Hope realised, during the
course of that winter, that they really were not catering
for those people who lived outside Dublin and they received
letters from all over the country to this effect. Thus, in
cooperation with the Irish Countrywomen's Association, a
residential weekend course was held in "An Grianan",
Termonfeckin, Co. Louth in early May 1969 and thirty-three
women attended. "An Grianan" was the former home of the
Kellog family and had been donated by them, together with
an annual income, to be run as a Further Education College
for the Irish Countrywomen's Association. In addition to
Molly Walmsley, who was Chairperson, the Honorary Secretary
of the Northern Ireland Pre-school Playgroups' Association
and some members of that organisation came as guests and
were able to give valuable advice from their practical
experience. At the end of this residential experience one
of the members stood up and said that they should all do
something to enable this series of talks to continue into
the future (Hope, 1988). As a result, it was agreed to
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meet in Sheila Champion's nursery on May 14, 1969 to form
a new association.
One of the concerns at that time was the fact that
something was being started where the personnel would not
be professionally qualified. Certificates of competence
were not going to be issued and they were worried that
Montessori teachers in particular might look on them with
derision. This feeling of inadequacy motivated most of the
initial membership of the I.P.P.A. to undertake a
correspondence or evening course for a Montessori Diploma.
Molly Walmsley remembers some of the early meetings of the
Association where she looked around at the young women with
tired faces. They were looking after their families,
running a playgroup in the morning, doing a correspondence
course in the afternoon and attending playgroup meetings or
lectures in the evening - only their enormous enthusiasm
kept them going! (Walsmley, 1987).
This chapter has ranged widely in its attempt to draw
the various strands of early education together. Molly
Walmsley played an extremely significant part in bringing
about the formation of the Irish Pre-School Playgroups'
Association. On a broader front it would be fair to say
that 0.M.E.P., acting as a catalyst through the Civics
Institute, was responsible for the birth of the new
organisation. Equally, the other facets that have been
outlined had their part to play, especially the tremendous
growth of the pre-school movement in England and indirectly
the Plowden Report which focused people's attention on the
needs of young children.
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CHAPTER THREE
THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE IRISH
PRE-SCHOOL PLAYGROUPS ASSOCIATION
The following letter appeared in The Irish Times in
January 1970 (Champion, 1970a):
Playgroups
Sir,
We of the Irish Pre-School Playgroups'
Association would like to say how much we agree with the
recent letters from the Irish Housewives' Association and
the Irish Montessori Society about the care of the pre-
school child.
For the past few years the Civics Institute of
Ireland has been concerned with establishing standards for
playgroups and nurseries. Among other activities it ran a
series of lectures about playgroup work in 1968-69, as a
result of which the Irish Pre-School Playgroups'
Association was formed.
The I.P.P.A. is concentrating its efforts at
the moment on providing lectures and encouraging those
engaged as supervisors of playgroups to prepare themselves
for their work. The association meets once a month for
lectures and discussion and for the exchange of ideas.
We trust that with so many associations
working for the protection of the pre-school child it will
not be long before the Government concerns itself with




24 Lower Kimmage Road,
Dublin 6
This letter set the tone for the I.P.P.A.'s future
development but it is interesting that the Child Care Act
was not passed by the Oireachtas until 1991 and due to the
opt-out clauses caused by financial constraints, playgroups
are still not inspected or registered (1993).
During the Association's first year, the Executive
Committee had not been idle. The I.P.P.A. had been
affiliated to the Pre-School Playgroups' Association in
Britain (P.P.A.), the World Organisation for Early
Childhood Education (0.M.E.P.) and the Association for the
Welfare of Children in Hospital (A.W.C.H.). The latter had
come about because of an increased awareness of the plight
of such children - an awareness that had been fostered by
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the pioneering work of Nancy Jordan in St Ultan's Hospital,
Dublin. A.W.C.H. was founded during 1969/70 and the
I.P.P.A. were anxious to support them (Champion, 1970b).
The Executive Committee, of which Mdirin Hope was
Chairperson, had also been involved with outside bodies
during the year. The Chairperson and the Vice-Chairperson,
Phyllis Saunders, had been cooperating with Comhdhail
Naisitinta na Gaeilge in connection with their seminar on
Irish speaking playgroups.
The development of such playgroups is important in an
Irish context. In 1966, the year of the Commemoration of
the 50th Anniversary of the Easter Rising, which eventually
culminated in Irish Independence, Mr Trefor Morgan was a
guest speaker at the Celtic Youth Conference in Dublin. In
his address he described how Welsh nursery schools were
giving new hope to the furtherance of the Welsh language
and the idea was thus sown in Ireland. The following year,
Professor Jac. L. Williams gave a lecture which was later
published as a pamphlet called "Bilingualism Today". This
lecture showed how Welsh children were acquiring a second
language after only three terms at nursery school. As a
result, Colonel O'Neill, Director of Comhdhail Baisifinta na
Gaeilge (representing all the Irish language organisations)
invited Miss Felicity Roberts to Ireland to see the work in
infant classes in Irish speaking primary schools. Miss
Roberts was later to write a dissertation on nursery
schooling and the teaching of Welsh at Aberystwyth which
proved to be of great help in setting up the Naonrai. The
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first such Irish speaking playgroup was set up in Shannon,
Co. Limerick. Others followed slowly and there were twelve
in 1970 (MacSeanlaoich, 1987a and b).
There were twelve meetings of the Association during
the first year and they were all held in St Brigid's
Nursery Centre, Mountjoy Square, Dublin which had been
loaned by the Civics Institute of Ireland. These monthly
general meetings of the Association were to become a major
feature of the organisation during its early formative
years.
As already hinted at in Chapter Two, the early years
of the Association were marked by a very strong emphasis on
the Montessori method of teaching young children. Thus, in
April 1970 a very successful Nursery Diploma Course for the
St Nicholas Montessori method of education was held at "An
Grianan", the Irish Countrywomen's Adult Education Centre,
Termonfeckin, Co. Louth. Impressed by the enthusiasm in
Ireland Miss Homf ray, who gave the course, agreed to come
again the following year.
A, proposed course was submitted by the I.P.P.A. to the
Dublin Vocational Education Committee in 1970 but
unfortunately it was not sanctioned by the Department of
Education. Subsequently a meeting took place between two
senior Administrative Officers and two of the officers of
the Association. The upshot of this meeting was that the
Department were not willing to do anything until the
results of the Rutland Street Project were published.
The Rutland Street Project was, and is, the only major
initiative that the Irish government has ever made in pre-
school education.
	
Holland (1978) says that it was the
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first of its kind in Europe and Tizard (1975) points out
that unlike British research in this area, at the time it
was exceptional in that it was based on a 'theoretical'
review of the relevant literature. The experiment was
undertaken by the Irish Department of Education between
1969 and 1974 with financial backing from the Dutch Bernard
Van leer Foundation. A special pre-school was established
and attached to the National School in Rutland Street in
the deprived inner city of Dublin. A special curriculum
was developed for the three to five year olds and unusually
the children's parents were involved as well. The mothers
came to the pre-school and helped in their children's
education, just as they would in a community playgroup, and
the pre-school teachers went to the children's homes and
instructed the parents in ways in which they could help
their children's development. The project from the start
was subjected to rigorous analysis by Dr Thomas Kellaghan,
Director of the Educational Research Centre, St Patrick's
College, Drumcondra, Dublin. Sadly, the results were
somewhat inconclusive but the pre-school element did prove
a success (Holland, 1978).
Nevertheless, during 1969/70 the Executive Committee
instigated a very successful series of lectures in the
Maria Assumpta Training College, Sion Hill, Dublin.
Twenty-six playgroup people completed this course but
unfortunately the training college authorities could not
repeat this series of lectures the following year and could
not provide a more advanced course for those that had
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already completed them.
The annual report for 1970/71 shows that membership of
the Association had grown from ninety-nine in 1969/70 to
130 individual members. One community playgroup - Crumlin
- and some sixty-three home playgroups had placed their
names with the I.P.P.A. The vast majority of the
Association came from Dublin and it is not unfair to point
out that in 1970/71 the I.P.P.A. was very much a Dublin
organisation not a national one. Further interesting
statistics show that approximately eight hundred children
were being catered for by the playgroups and that roughly
forty percent of the playgroup leaders had a degree, a
teaching or a nursing qualification. Of •the remainder,
approximately fifty percent had attended a playgroup course
(Walsh, 1971).
During this year, the Executive Committee had drafted
a constitution for the Association, which in fact was
largely the work of Mary Brady, and the principal aims were
set forth as follows:
(a) to assist in the promotion of pre-school
education in Ireland;
(b) to seek a nationally recognised playgroup
training course;
(c) to promote the formation of playgroups in Ireland
for the pre-school child and to give help and
advice to organisers;
(d) to set and maintain a code of standards for
playgroups;
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(e) to hold meetings, discussions, lectures, seminars
and appropriate training courses relating to the
aforesaid objectives;
(f) to increase public awareness of the needs of the
pre-school child and the value of playgroups and
to promote similar objectives anywhere in the
world;
(g) to take all such other steps in the furtherance
of the above ends as may be appropriate.
Mary Brady was also an art teacher. She was asked by
the committee during the year to design a symbol which
would be different to the one used universally at that time
by the English, Scots, Welsh and Northern Ireland playgroup
associations. She designed two symbols for the I.P.P.A.
and they were shown to members at the A.G.M. in 1971 where
the first short-lived logo was chosen by vote. Both the
symbols depicted three figures within circles and triangles
suggesting the parent/teacher/child relationship. Her
constitution, modified by the constitution sub-committee,
was also ratified by members at the same A.G.M. (Walsh,
1971).
In 1970/71 nine general meetings of the Association
took place and these were attended by approximately sixty
people each time. All of these meetings took place in the
Country Shop, St Stephen's Green, Dublin on the last
Tuesday of each month. Sr Marion, from the Froebel
Department at Sion Hill, gave a lecture to the members at
this time and remembers that the most striking thing about
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the Association was the enthusiasm, the dedication, the
sense of commitment and the fact that the women present
came from all classes of society and yet related well to
each other (Marion, 1987). Another very important lecture
in this winter series of lectures was given by Brenda
Crowe, National Adviser to the English Pre-school
Playgroups Association.
One of the most important developments in 1970/71 was
that the I.P.P.A. was forced to take responsibility for its
own training courses because of its failure to persuade
others to make such provision. The Association therefore
planned a course of twenty-one lectures in St Joseph's
Nursery during the winter of 1970. Fifty-three people
enrolled, of whom forty-four finished. In addition to the
lectures, students were engaged in projects on the various
aspects of playgroup activity. A letter of attendance was
given to each person who had completed the course and who
had attended two-thirds of the lectures.
Education and training at this stage of the
Association's development, although with a limited input
from the A.M.I. at Sion Hill, was clearly divided between
an outside agency - The St Nicholas Montessori Society -
and its own self-organised training course. However, the
series of lectures which comprised the latter very quickly
developed into the Basic Introductory Course with most of
the speakers being playgroup people and only one or two
professionals being asked to contribute.
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During 1970/71 the Association had informed the
Department of Education and Department of Health that they
would welcome legislation on standards or a system of
registration for playgroups. It was to take twenty years
before the Child Care Act came into being in 1991 and even
in 1993 the clauses concerning compulsory standards and
registration have yet to be implemented by the Minister.
It is certainly to the credit of the I.P.P.A. that in the
absence of 'legal backup' their code of voluntary standards
has done much to raise the level of provision in playgroups
over the years.
During this year, the Association began to come to the
notice of journalists. Mary Maher of The Irish Times wrote
a series of articles on "The Mothering of Young Children"
in which she referred to playgroups. This reference was
more in the nature of a warning to parents of the dangers
of bad and overcrowded playgroups and showed the negative
rather than the positive side of them. Most of the
I.P.P.A. members were very offended by the inference that
all playgroups should be treated with suspicion and the
committee therefore asked Ms Maher to try and rectify this
by writing an article on their positive aspects. This was
done under the title "The Playgroup Boom" which covered all
aspects of the playgroup movement in Ireland and gave
parents a checklist of what to look for when they were
thinking of sending their child to a playgroup (Maher,
1970).
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As a direct result of these Irish Times articles,
talks were requested and given by members of the committee
all over the country.
At the A.G.M. of May 1971 the Chairperson reported
that a list of members who would be willing to take one
handicapped child into their playgroup had recently been
compiled and this had been given to the Spina Bifida
Association. It was also announced that some members of
the committee had been working hard on the outlines of a
leaflet which would inform interested people of as many
aspects of the playgroup movement as possible. It was
hoped that this leaflet - the first produced by the
I.P.P.A. - would be ready for the first meeting in
September 1971 of the 1971/1972 year (Hope, 1971).
In summary, the second and final year in which Mdirin
Hope was Chairperson can be seen to have been one of
tremendous development which set the scene for the major
National Organisation which the Association was to become.
This year (1971/72) proved to be one of expansion
despite the fact that the membership actually fell to 120
from 130 the previous year. The Limerick branch was
formed. Their first meeting was held in February 1972 and
was attended by approximately fifty people. These included
playgroup organisers, teachers, nurses and training college
lecturers. At this meeting Una Walsh, the Hon. Secretary,
spoke about the Irish Pre-school Playgroups Association and
pre-school education in general. There was a policy in
these early days of deleting the members of the Association
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from the National total when a Branch was formed. So
excluding Limerick there were, by May 1972, approximately
1,000 children attending home playgroups which were listed
by the I.P.P.A and some 400 were attending listed community
playgroups.
1971/72 was the year of the leaflet! This was the
year that the I.P.P.A. with the assistance of Mr Jan de
Fauw, Designer, produced a leaflet entitled "Playgroups in
Ireland" (I.P.P.A., 1972a). Mr de Fauw's contribution was
the present logo which appeared on the front depicting four
spheres representing two children and two adults set inside
a permeated circle with segments of four other circles set
against it, thus showing the interaction of playgroup
people with the community. This logo replaced the previous
one designed by Mary Brady. The leaflet was divided into
sub-sections concerning the playgroup supervisor, parents,
playgroups, activities and equipment and finally a
paragraph on children. Its main purpose was to act as a
publicity agent for the Association and could be purchased
in bulk by playgroup organisers for their own use in
answering enquiries from parents wishing to enrol their
children in a playgroup. At the same time, however,
another leaflet had been produced entitled "Code of
Standards for Playgroups" (I.P.P.A., 1972b; Walsh, 1972).
It aimed to act as a guideline to those actually engaged in
running the playgroups (either home or community) and in
particular those contemplating such a venture. The Central
Executive Committee had based the recommendations on
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legislation in other countries and hoped that it would act
as a guide to the appropriate authorities if and when
registration or legislation was enacted in the Republic of
Ireland.
For the first time during this year a toy box was
displayed at the monthly Association meetings. Members
could donate toys for community playgroups in deprived
areas who needed help. During 1971/72 the response was
small but steady and the toys donated were sent to two
different community playgroups. The I.P.P.A. also started
a library of books which they intended to enlarge to cover
all aspects of pre-school education and child development.
It was also intended to include a section of books for the
children themselves to look at. These books were meant to
act as a reference for interested members - only in
exceptional circumstances were they to be borrowed for
short periods and then only for research purposes. During
this year, Mairin Hope, the Vice-Chairperson, and Una
Walsh, the Secretary, represented the I.P.P.A. at the
council meetings of 0.M.E.P. (The World Organisation for
Early Childhood Education) and Una had the honour to be
appointed Chairperson of 0.M.E.P. in Ireland in 1972.
After the previous year's expansion, 1972/73 was a
year of consolidation! Nevertheless membership had risen
to 176 compared to 120 the previous year. Insurance was
the obvious incentive for many of the members of the
I.P.P.A. in the early days. 	 By becoming a member one
qualified for a reduced premium. 	 However, having been
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accepted for insurance purposes there was no need to join
the Association the following year in order to obtain the
reduced rate. As a result, the I.P.P.A. lost thirty or
forty members a year, although this was usually more than
compensated for by the new recruits taken on. This all
ended when the group system of insurance was introduced and
thenceforth membership numbers did not fluctuate so wildly!
It is noticeable that by 1972/73 many of the "old
guard" had disappeared from the Executive Committee
probably because of the "four year rule", which according
to the constitution meant that nobody could serve more than
four consecutive years before retiring. Only Daphne
Wormell, Molly Walmsley, Elizabeth Moloney and Sue Hill
continued on the committee from 1971/72.
Playgroups continued to receive newspapers, radio and
television coverage and this occurred simultaneously with
an increasing awareness by the Irish public of the
importance of the early years to a child's development.
This heightened profile led to many enquiries and they
tended to be of three types:
1. Individuals and representatives of community centres
asking for advice on starting playgroups;
2. Individuals asking about training courses; and
3. Social workers and public health nurses asking for
names and addresses of playgroups for the placement of
children.
The joint secretaries were keen to point out in their
report to the A.G.M. that the I.P.P.A. was not in a
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position to recommend in this last instance and could only
give the names of the relevant playgroups (Walmsley and
McDonough, 1973).
The "Code of Standards" and the leaflet "Playgroups in
Ireland" which had been produced in 1971/72 proved to be of
great help when responding to these enquiries. In 1972/73
a new leaflet entitled "Information for Members" was
produced and circulated (I.P.P.A., 1973). Another new
venture was a "News-sheet" posted to members several times
during the year. In general, the news-sheet gave
particulars of members' meetings, activities such as
training and community work and it also reminded members
about payment of subscriptions and the necessity to renew
insurance policies.
In an article entitled "Why no schools for these 3-5
year olds?" written by Trevor Danker in The Sunday
Independent, January 28, 1973 the Chairperson of the
I.P.P.A., Daphne Wormell, was interviewed. She summed up
the Irish government's attitude towards pre-school
education at this time when she said that there was a line
of thought being promulgated by the authorities based on
not breaking the ties between mother and child on any
account and as a result nursery schools were deemed not to
be necessary. The article concludes by saying that one of
the most serious problems resulting from a lack of
government policy concerning nursery schools was the
remarkable outcrop of private playgroups, outside the
I.P.P.A., which had sprung up to fill the vacuum.
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By May 1974 the Association had been in existence for
five years and it was time to take stock! Daphne Wormell
remained as Chairperson during 1973/74 and for the first
time a membership card was issued to all members. The
South East Regional Branch (Kilkenny/Waterford) was to be
the second branch in the Republic of Ireland after Limerick
and it was formed in December 1973. The Cork Branch came
into being a month after the South East Branch.
In July 1973 representatives of the Central Executive
Committee met Declan Costello, the Attorney General. In
October they saw John Bruton, Parliamentary Secretary to
the Minister of Education. In both cases they asked for
courses in pre-school training and for a full-time area
organiser. The Committee felt strongly that there was a
public demand for registration of playgroups and said so.
Twice during the year members of the committee attended the
"Late Late Show" on R.T.E. when education and childcare
were being discussed, but were unable to obtain a hearing.
As a result, Elizabeth Moloney - the Vice-Chairperson - was
telephoned by Gay Byrne, the compere of the "Late Late
Show", while he was broadcasting his radio programme in
February 1974 (Byrne, 1974). During this interview
Elizabeth answered questions about the care and development
of small children and generally promoted the I.P.P.A.
At Easter time 1974 members of the Central Executive
Committee, past and present, met at Molly Walmsley's home
for a full day's "talk in". The direction in which the
Association should go in the future was discussed, as was
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the most suitable type of training course for tutors,
potential playgroup leaders and parents. This was to be the
first of a number of such meetings which have taken place
right up to the present day (McDonough and O'Leary, 1974).
The desire to encourage community playgroups was very
evident in 1973/74. No doubt there was a certain subtle
pressure from talking to people in the English P.P.A. who
felt very strongly that the only really valid type of
playgroup was the community one as this was the only one
that really involved the parents. During the year Daphne
Wormell visited Crumlin Social Services Playgroup, the
first community playgroup in the Republic of Ireland, and
Elizabeth Moloney and Audrey Carney spoke to members of
the Dalkey community playgroup in Dublin. Elizabeth
Moloney was particularly active during the year as she
helped to run a new community playgroup which had been set
up in Donnybrook, Dublin.
During 1974/75 the Association made its first formal
submission to a government department. The submission was
made in December 1974 to the Task Force on Childcare
Services. It contained a paragraph on the history of the
Association which was followed by a paragraph on
membership. The I.P.P.A. had had 600 members since 1969
and in 1974/75 had a current membership of 380. The
submission pointed out that this membership was increasing
rapidly and that 130 had joined during the last year. The
final sentence said that some members only renewed their
membership while they had a pre-school child, but that they
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continued to maintain an interest in the association and
attend meetings.	 To be added to the above membership
figures were those of the branches in Cork, Limerick and
Kilkenny which catered for approximately 200 extra members
between them.
Later in the submission came an example of the running
costs of a community playgroup. This makes interesting
reading especially when one considers that quite a large
hall had to be hired in order to cope with the numbers.
The hire of this hall was considered, on average, to cost
five pounds per week and this included heating. The
supervisor was paid, on average, eight pounds for a fifteen
hour week and the refreshments for the children for five
days averaged two pounds. This gave a total running cost
of fifteen pounds per week. Income came from those parents
who could afford to pay. The report calculated that from
an average of twenty children in the group, twelve would be
able to pay fifty pence per week. This gave an average
income of six pounds. The deficit of nine pounds per week
had to be raised as well as additional monies for the
purchase of paper, paint and continuously replacing and
obtaining new equipment. This was considered in the
submission to be an excessive amount for the community to
have to raise themselves. It pointed out that it would be
of considerable help were financial assistance available if
needed. All through this history it is noticeable how, for
a very small investment, the welfare authorities can
benefit a very large number of people. In other words,
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investment in playgroups, and in particular community
playgroups, is very cost effective.
The Chairperson of the Association in 1974/75 was
Pamela McDonough and she presided over what was yet another
turning point in the affairs of the I.P.P.A. After the
submission, government departments found it increasingly
difficult to ignore the legitimate demands of the
organisation. The Association was now, so to speak, "on
the map".
During 1974/75, representatives of the Central
Executive Committee were received by the President of
Ireland, President Childers, shortly before he died. The
President was most interested in the work of the
Association and asked them to let him know if there was
anything that he could do to help. Members of the
committee also met Barry Desmond, T.D., and Frank Cluskey,
T.D., in Leinster House, where they pointed out the
necessity of training for playgroup work, the difficulties
of providing office accommodation and secretarial help and
the financial problems facing playgroups in deprived areas.
They also asked for a full-time area advisor to be provided
and discussed the role of such an adviser in the
registration of playgroups. On numerous occasions
throughout the year pre-schools were mentioned on radio,
television and in the newspapers.
The sub-committee set up by the Central Executive
Committee in 1974/75 to look into the provision of
community playgroups was chaired by Sister Danielle. She
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was particularly well qualified for this position because
she was deeply involved in what became known as the
"Ballymun Experiment". Ballymun is an urban area on the
outskirts of Dublin consisting of high rise flats. The
people living there have, for the most part, been moved
from deprived inner city areas. Ballymun has a high level
of unemployment and all the problems resulting from the
break up of the extended family. It was Sister Danielle
who persuaded the mothers of this community to help
themselves. By showing them what to do she brought about
a caring community which ran itself and eventually allowed
her to withdraw. There were many newspaper articles
concerning the "Ballymun Experiment" published in the mid
1970s. Marianne Heron, for example, in The Irish
Independent, September 24, 1975 in an article entitled "New
Lease of Life for Mums" had this to say:
"'It has made such a difference. I used to be very
depressed and I was on pills, now my husband says I am a
new women.' 'I never used to give my little girl paint, or
crayons, now I join in with her.' 'I find now I can get
through the housework in half an hour - before I used to
waste all day.'
These comments are not as you might think an ad. for the
latest 'Miracle tonic'. They are made by a group of
Ballymun mothers talking about the difference community
playgroups have made to their lives.
The fifteen playgroups now in existence are a new aspect of
community development. They are run by the mothers for the
children of the community on a non-profit-making basis.
Funds to equip and start each of the groups have been
raised completely by their own voluntary efforts.
The Ballymun experiment is unique in that the mothers who
take full responsibility for running the playgroups also
run 'in-service' training for the mothers involved.
Special lectures have been evolved and training also
includes practical demonstrations in one or other of the
playgroups. A series of ten lectures on child development
will start next month and more courses will follow later in
the year. Involvement of mothers works on a simple, self-
renewing principle.	 Each playgroup has one 'permanent
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face', or leader, who runs the sessions backed by a helper.
Mothers with children at the playgroup take it in turns to
be helpers and some of the helpers become so interested
that they train to become leaders in their turn.
Five years ago there was no such thing as a playgroup in
Ballymun. Now mothers look forward to planning for the day
when there will be one playgroup for every ninety families
- even then, they say that won't be enough. They also hope
to have an office of their own where the Ballymun movement
can be coordinated and the mothers can hold meetings..."
Later the community playgroups in Ballymun broke away
from the I.P.P.A. and formed the Ballymun Community
Playgroups Association. They did this because they felt
that the I.P.P.A. was more interested in home playgroups
than community playgroups in deprived areas (Moloney,
1987). More recently (1987) the Ballymun playgroups have
again joined the Association.
Sister Danielle as Chairperson of the Association's
sub-committee on community playgroups was instrumental in
setting up a meeting in the Crumlin Social Service Centre
in Dublin on November 5, 1974. The considerable and
growing interest in this type of playgroup can be seen from
the fact that over sixty people attended. Subsequent to
this meeting it was agreed to hold quarterly meetings for
community playgroups and the first of these was held on
Friday, March 7, 1975 in Our Lady of Lourdes Community
Centre, Sean McDermott Street, Dublin. The result of all
this activity was that the Association decided to publish
a booklet entitled "How to start a Community Playgroup" in
the new year.
In 1975/76 there was an increasing awareness by the
Central Executive Committee that the public at large
believed that being listed with the I.P.P.A. carried some
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weight. Mothers were more and more looking for what they
called an "approved" playgroup and many of the letters
which arrived at the Civics Institute Office dealt with
this issue. All the Executive Committee could do was to
inform such people that membership of the I.P.P.A. was
voluntary and that that did not confer any authority in
itself. The Executive could only hope that membership was
an indicator of a willingness to take one's
responsibilities seriously (Hilliard, 1976). This remained
a major problem for the Association until formal I.P.P.A.
registration of playgroups was introduced in 1980. Other
letters pouring into Mountjoy Square mainly sought
information about starting a playgroup. The total number
of such postal communications received and answered during
the year came to nearly 500 and in addition some 200
enquiries were answered by phone. This obviously placed an
enormous burden on the Executive Committee who were all
volunteers working without secretarial help.
The visit of Lady Bridget Plowden on May 3, 1975
resulted in a massive press coverage of the event which
undoubtedly worked to the I.P.P.A.'s advantage. "Daughter
of an admiral, wife of a top civil servant turned
businessman, mother of four children now grown up..." said
The Education Times, May 1, 1975. "'Have confidence in
yourselves as parents', says Lady Plowden" ran the headline
in the same paper on May 8, 1975. One of the important
points highlighted by Lady Plowden during her visit was
that nursery education could not solve all the problems of
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educational inequality and that the home environment was
the major contributing factor. She saw the involvement of
parents, and particularly of disadvantaged parents, as of
paramount importance.
The Association was busy, as always, liaising with
outside interests during the year. In November, a
deputation was invited to meet Barry Desmond, T.D., and
representatives from the Labour Party Education Committee
to make recommendations for the section on pre-school
education in the Labour Party policy document. This
document was presented at their party conference in 1976.
On May 28, 1976, Sheila Champion, Pamela McDonough and
Elizabeth Moloney had tea with President O'Dalaigh and told
him about the aims and objectives of the Association. In
November 1975, Sean de Freine of Bord na Gaeilge requested
a meeting with the Association with a view to promoting the
Irish language in playgroups. As a result, a two-day
course was organised in St Brigid's Nursery which was
attended by over forty people.
The Naonral had come a long way since the beginning of
the seventies. Conrad na Gaeilge set up a voluntary
organisation called Na Naiscoileanna Gaelacha to look after
the interests of the Irish medium playgroups and by 1974
there were twenty-two of them; some in Conrad na Gaeilge
halls, a few independent, all private and fee-paying, some
run by individuals, some run by committees. By 1975 there
were twenty-eight groups all over the country and some of
these had led to the founding of new Irish-speaking
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national schools. In 1975 Bord na Gaeilge, through its
Riarthoir Oideachais (Educational Department Manager), Liam
O'Dochartaigh, and its Chief Executive, Sean de Freine,
were very sympathetic to the idea of the voluntary groups
now named Naonral and small grants were given to the
voluntary committee Na Naiscoileanna Gaelacha to organise
training courses at weekends. The Bord also had its own
scheme for helping individual groups with purchasing
equipment.
Later, in the spring of 1978, a development plan was
submitted to Bord na Gaeilge and the result of this was the
setting up of An Comhch6iste Reamhscolaiochta Teo., or
Joint Committee on Pre-Schooling through the medium of
Irish, between the Bord and Na Naonral Gaelacha. This
Joint Committee is independent but it must function
according to the terms of plans submitted to the Bord. An
Camhchoiste's main source of income is Bord na Gaeilge and
this does not include the supervisor's remuneration, which
comes from parents' contributions.
In 1992 there were 210 Naonrai functioning all over
the country. There are ten district advisors (working
voluntarily on an expenses only basis) who visit Naonral
once a month, which means supervisors and committees can
obtain all the back-up services and advice that they need
regularly. The growth of the Naonrai and the maintenance
of high standards in them is due in great part to the
untiring efforts of these advisors (MacSeanlaoich, 1987).
It can thus be seen that the Naonrai offer their own
attractions for those wishing to set up a playgroup.
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Shortly after the A.G.M. in May 1976 the Association
was involved in a Playgroup Week. This proved a
considerable boost for playgroups in general and many
children all over the country were able to enjoy the
various activities which were organised as a consequence.
The long-awaited leaflet concerning the setting up and
running of a community playgroup was produced by the
Community Playgroups Sub-Committee and was available at the
first members meeting in September 1976.
By 1977/78 the membership had risen to over 400.
There were nearly fifty community playgroups in the Dublin
area. In the country there were six branches: the South
East (centred in Kilkenny), Cork, Limerick, Clare, Galway
and the North East (centred in Dundalk).
	 Total branch
membership was 210. This included both private and
community playgroups. So, in all, the Association had now
grown to some 600 members and these were spread widely
throughout the land. The Chairperson of the I.P.P.A. was
still Audrey Carney (O'Kane, 1978).
A new idea introduced for the first time in 1977/78
was the notion of branch representation on the Central
Executive Committee. For the first time the Dublin based
organisation was beginning to take note of the fact that it
was also a national organisation! Agnes O'Kane summed up
this year in her Secretary's report to the A.G.M. by
saying:
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"The work of the C.E.C. in the past year has, I believe,
been focused to a great extent on developing communication
with our branches, with other associations, with local
Social Service centres and with regional Health Boards.
This work was necessary if I.P.P.A. is to speak in the
future as a National body."
[0 1 Kane, 1978]
1978/79 proved to be a turning point in the affairs of
the Association. This is all the more interesting as, at
the A.G.M. in May 1979, it was exactly ten years since the
I.P.P.A. came into being. Priscilla Conway, who had become
Chairperson of the I.P.P.A. in the spring of 1978, was
determined that an office should be found and that a
secretary should be appointed to it. The Irish Federation
of Womens' Clubs facilitated the I.P.P.A. with office space
in their premises at 11, St Peter's Road, Phibsboro, Dublin
7. The organisation seems to have found a new vitality and
strength during this year and this is no doubt due in part
to the fact that the Carnegie United Kingdom Trust offered
the Association a grant of £6,500 each year for two years:-
1. To appoint a full-time National Playgroup Advisor;
2. To finance training courses; and
3. To produce special literature.
Now that they had the money, the Association had to set
about the task of appointing the Playgroup Advisor and this
process was not helped by the postal strike that took place
in Ireland at that time. The Association had to advertise
twice before they had a reasonable number of applicants,
after which five were shortlisted and interviewed. The
selection board unanimously chose Moira Jones to be the
first Irish National Playgroups Advisor.
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In the early seventies the I.P.P.A. courses had
consisted of a series of lectures with an outside speaker
being allocated to each one. This format had, of course,
been inherited from the series of lectures which had been
run by the Civics Institute in the late sixties. The An
Grianan residential course, organised each year by Ann
Geary for country members, was really the Civics course
compressed into a much shorter period of time. In the mid-
seventies the more experienced playgroup people had been
taking a greater part in speaking and demonstrating on
these courses. Practical elements had also been included.
Nevertheless, the Education Sub-Committee recommended, in
1978, that playgroup people should have an even greater
input and that the Introductory Course, as it was now
known, should be taught in three parts:
1. There would be a section on child development;
2. There should be a section on play and play materials;
and
3. There would be a section on the administration of
playgroups including financial aspects, insurance and
the relevant law.
This course was designed to be taught over a period of
twelve weeks with a two-hour session once a week and was
for aspiring playgroup leaders and interested parents. In
the eighties this Introductory Course was to become even
less academic and even more practically biased.
Elizabeth Moloney had attended the P.P.A. seminar on
developing the Foundation Course in 1978 and from this came
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the idea of a Foundation Course for Ireland. However, it
took a long time to find a recognised educational
institution willing to support it and all credit must go to
Mr Ganley, Principal of North Strand V.E.C., Dublin, who
took a risk and gave it his backing. Thus, in 1978 the
Education Sub-Committee, through its Foundation Course Sub-
Committee, drew up a list of headings for the first
Foundation Course which took place in the North Strand
school. This list had to be revised later and the final
curriculum was drawn up by Elizabeth Maloney for a
discussion meeting with Mr Ganley and two inspectors from
the Department of Education. The Department approved of
the course and thus, a V.E.S. certificate was granted.
During 1978/79 Elizabeth Moloney and Daphne Wormell
were the tutors of this first Foundation Course and it was
designed for playgroup people with considerable experience.
It lasted for a full academic year, meeting two nights a
week, and contained a compulsory element of visitation to
pre-school establishments, other than the student's own,
whereby they could compare and contrast different practices
and learn therefrom (I.P.P.A., 1978, 1979a).
There were three working parties formed during 1978/79
to deal with specific issues. The first dealt with the
I.P.P.A.'s contribution to the International Year of the
Child. This workgroup organised a playgroup exhibition in
Dublin which proved to be a resounding success and they
also managed to persuade Aontas, the Irish Association for
Adult Education, to provide a grant which went towards its
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finance. The second working party concerned the
organisation of "Playgroup Week". This week was designated
jointly by the P.P.A., the N.I.P.P.A., the S.P.P.A. and the
I.P.P.A. as taking place from May 19-26, 1979 and the
highlight for the Dublin children was a visit to the zoo.
The third working party considered the important issue of
the registration of playgroups by the I.P.P.A. itself.
Registration concerned visiting playgroups to see whether
they met the minimum standards set by the I.P.P.A. Those
playgroups which met these standards were to be issued with
a Certificate of Registration.
Priscilla Conway, as Chairperson, thus presided over
a Central Executive Committee that had taken on a regional
flavour from the reforms of the previous year. During her
first year of office the first Foundation Course was
taught. She also helped to bring about the acquisition of
the first proper office, the securing of the two-year grant
from the Carnegie Trust and the appointment of the first
full-time National Playgroup Advisor. She was an important
catalyst in the switch of emphasis from home-based
playgroups to community playgroups, and indeed, her
friendship with Sister Danielle and her trips to P.P.A.
conferences in England undoubtedly influenced her. This
switch in emphasis was also a big point in the I.P.P.A.'s
favour when the Carnegie Trust came to award their money.
Finally, she was the Chairperson who sold the idea of the
Registration of Playgroups to the I.P.P.A. membership at
large. All-in-all, 1978/79 had been a momentous year!
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So ended the first ten years. Ten years which had
seen the Association grow from a purely Dublin based
organisation, run by a small band of remarkable women, to
a national organisation drawing its Executive Committee
from all over the country. The Association had been
recognised in other ways as well; it was well known in the
press, on radio and television. It had been in frequent
contact with government departments and had produced and
submitted its first formal submission to the Task Force on
Child Care Services. Throughout these years the "face" of
the Association had undoubtedly been Elizabeth Moloney.
She, with others, worked tirelessly to achieve recognition
for the I.P.P.A.
In the latter half of the decade there was a
noticeable shift in policy away from home playgroups
towards community playgroups. This was highlighted by the
"Ballymun Experiment" at the beginning and which gained
momentum with the publication of the leaflet "Community
Pre-School Playgroups in Ireland". The end of this period
had seen the important grant coming from the Carnegie
United Kingdom Trust which enabled the Association to
appoint Moira Jones as the first full-time National
Playgroup Advisor. This, and the fact that there was now
a proper office, changed the whole nature of the I.P.P.A.
The new National Playgroup Advisor, Moira Jones, was
a trained Montessori teacher but she entered the
Association's employment with the clear idea that she was
not going to use her experience of Montessori as a major
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influence on playgroups, rather she would use it as a
background and adapt to the playgroup philosophy. She felt
that her own experience had been far too rigid. What
children needed today, she felt, was a safe place to play
and the right materials to play with. Moira also wanted to
help some of the less fortunate children. The vast
majority of children in Ireland were, she believed, starved
of pre-school experience and she now had an opportunity to
do something about it. Moira consistently told playgroup
leaders to set up their environment to suit the needs of
their children and, of course, in saying this she was
quoting Montessori. It is interesting to conjecture as to
what Montessori herself would have said if she had been
alive today but it is very likely that she would have
approved strongly of playgroups especially for younger
children.
There was an I.P.P.A. seminar on the role of the
National Advisor held on October 13, 1979 to which Moira
Jones made a submission. Under the sub-heading "Job
Specification" she said the major role of the National
Advisor was to support mothers in establishing playgroups
in their community. She asked how best was she to go about
this task and what should be her first priority? Later in
her submission she talked about registration and made
further proposals. What actually became of these proposals
can be seen in the first of two annual reports which Moira
had to write for the Carnegie United Kingdom Trust. In
this she dealt with the period September 1979 to August
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1980 and she spoke of having travelled 11,000 miles
throughout the country endeavouring to identify the needs
of people both within and without the Association. She
informed Carnegie that the Irish Department of Health now
viewed the community playgroups as "preventative medicine"
but that this did not matter if funding was forthcoming!
She continued by emphasising her commitment to the vision
of a national I.P.P.A. and stressed that in no way should
the home playgroups be divorced from community playgroups
as the former provided confident and experienced leaders
for the latter. Finally, Moira said that there was to be
a seminar in October 1980 which would discuss the structure
of the organisation.
The practical aspects of registration had not been
given much thought when Moira started her new job. Apart
from the notion that it would be beneficial to visit
playgroups giving helpful advice and improving standards,
the Association lacked consensus as to how it should be
done. Moira asked for a working party to be set up to help
her. Eventually this committee produced a form which Moira
could go through with the playgroup leader being visited.
Registration did bring about publicity for the "Code of
Standards" which had been lacking previously. This in turn
greatly influenced the standard in the setting up of new
playgroups (Jones, 1987a, 1987b).
The Tutor Course was a major undertaking and the first
of its kind in Ireland. It took place in October 1981 and
was concerned with the training of tutors for playgroup
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courses. People were brought together in a centre in
Wexford from every one of the twenty-six counties together
with representatives from Northern Ireland. Moira had been
instructed by the C.E.C. more than a year before to
organise this course. She, in the interim period, had been
influenced by the Adult Education courses in which she had
participated and had learnt that it was important not to
"drive" people but to "facilitate" them. This notion was
built into this tutors' course and subsequently percolated
down to all courses run by the organisation. An important
decision which was taken at this tutors' course was to lead
to the setting up of a mail order service for publications
and materials bought in bulk.
The final aspect of Moira's work, which has not yet
been mentioned, concerned the Newsletter. Moira considered
this to be very important as every member of the I.P.P.A.
received a copy four times a year and it was therefore one
of the prime channels of communication within the
Association. Moira was asked to coordinate it soon after
taking up her new appointment. She tried to involve people
from the country's different branches as much as possible
and she was responsible, to some extent, for obtaining a
full-time editor appointed to the post when she retired in
December 1986. The editor receives an honorarium and the
newsletter is now much more "upmarket" and is called
"Newslink".
In summary, Moira's job proceeded along three broad
fronts with the main objective of creating a national
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association in which all the members shared: firstly, the
Registration of Playgroups in the twenty-six counties;
secondly, the development of courses, especially the
Tutors' Course; and thirdly, the development of the
newsletter.
During 1979/80 the administration of the office
continued to cause problems. It was organised on a rota
basis among the members of the Central Executive Committee
and other enthusiastic members. For the first time the
Association became affiliated to Aontas - the Irish
National Association for Adult Education.
In 1980/81 the new Chairperson was Therese Ridge and
the office at 11, St Peter's Road, Phibsboro, Dublin 7 was
staffed for the first time by a paid secretary, Lily
Elliott. She staffed the office and answered a great many
queries through the post and by phone. At the A.G.M. in
May 1981 she was publicly thanked for her tremendous
effort. During this year the Association added to its
growing list of affiliations by joining C.H.I.L.D., the
umbrella group of early childhood bodies. Also during this
year, a very important meeting was held in St Vincent's Day
Nursery, Ballyfermot, Dublin to discuss the reorganisation
of the I.P.P.A. Thirty-three representatives attended and
the idea of the National Raffle originated from this
seminar as did the notion of the Regions of the Association
corresponding to Health Board areas.
In February 1982 there was an anniversary dinner in
Limerick to celebrate ten years of existence.	 Further
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signs of growth were that by May 1982 the membership of the
Association had risen to 920. These members had in their
charge some 11,075 children and, with the parents on rota
and the playgroup leaders involved, in total 1,555 adults.
683 playgroups were now willing to take a handicapped
child. There were playgroups in every one of the twenty-
six counties and 147 so far had been registered by Moira
Jones as being of an acceptable standard. The Central
Executive Committee had become the National Committee after
the reorganisation seminar of the year before.
During 1981/82 the Foundation Course continued in the
North Strand V.E.g and a second Foundation Course
commenced in Limerick, the first such course in the
provinces. Forty-nine Introductory Courses were held
throughout the country. A research project was undertaken
during 1981 - the year of the disabled - asking playgroup
members relevant questions with regard to handicapped
children in playgroups. This survey was carried out by St
Michael's House and NOirin Hayes on the informal
integration of a handicapped child into a normal pre-school
facility. Forty-six percent of the members of the
Association replied to the questionnaire (I.P.P.A., 1981,
1982b).
In January 1982 the Irish Coalition government fell on
account of its decision to impose V.A.T. on children's
clothes. It was this same government which had tried to
raise the age at which children could start at national
school from four to four and a half years of age. The
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coalition government allocated a badly needed £1.6 million
for services for the pre-school child, for playgroups and
day nurseries. This was the first time that there was a
separate entry in the Irish Estimates for pre-school
education. After the government fell, John Boland,
Minister for Education, upheld the commitment but the
I.P.P.A. could obtain no firm undertaking from Fianna Fail
- the main opposition party - that they would honour the
budget figure if they gained office. The following report
appeared in The Irish Times on February 16, 1982, written
by Christina Murphy.
"Angry pre-school playgroup personnel last night decided to
picket Fianna Fail headquarters today as it emerged that
the party appeared to be promising to reduce the school
entry age at the expense of pre-school education.
According to the Irish Pre-school Playgroups Association,
the Fianna Fail spokesman on Finance, Dr Martin O'Donoghue,
told them that the party was not bound by the Coalition's
allocation of increased aid for pre-schools and that it may
not be possible for Fianna Fail in office to give the
association the £50,000 grant allocated under the Coalition
budget.
'The Fianna Fail party has not even responded to a request
from us for an outline of their policy on pre-schooling,'
said Mrs Therêse Ridge, President of the I.P.P.A. 'We are
nothing short of appalled by the attitude of Fianna Fail,'
- stressing that the I.P.P.A. had no interest in politics -
'we are only interested in the welfare of children,' said
Mrs Ridge. 'However, having been ignored for so long, we
feel we must highlight the fact that the Coalition have
given a firm guarantee of over El million for pre-school
education and a grant of £50,000 to the Association, while
it appears that Fianna Fail has promised nothing.' This,
she said, was a sharp divide in policy between the two
parties and 'we reckon that the pre-school issue affects
about 400,000 voters...' Last night Mrs Ridge appealed to
Fianna Fail to reconsider their attitude 'even at this late
stage'."
Representatives of the Association picketed Fianna
Fail headquarters two days before the election which took
place on February 18. Elizabeth Maloney had said on radio
that she would organise such a picket if no assurances were
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forthcoming. The picket was not a large one but it was
sufficiently embarrassing for Fianna Fail to invite her
inside and issue her with the following letter... not,
however, before she had threatened a sit down strike!




Organisation Mondiale pour l'Education Pre-Scholaire.
Dear Mrs Moloney,
It was good of you to call to see us at Fianna Fail
headquarters today.
I am confirming that Fianna Fail will stand by any expenditure
commitment relating to pre-schooling made by the Coalition
government in the 1982 budget.
Is mise le meas,
FRANK A. WALL
Ard Runai
Elizabeth at that time was P.R.O. of 0.M.E.P. as well as
being a leading figure in the I.P.P.A. Not everyone in
0.M.E.P. agreed with her actions but she did have the
Chairperson of the I.P.P.A. on her side.
The Association's pleasure was short lived and lasted
only until March 26, 1982 when the incoming Fianna Fail
budget was published. It revealed that the pre-school
allocation had been cut by £1 million. The next day, Joan
O'Leary of the I.P.P.A. challenged the new Minister of
Finance on radio and asked him to justify his actions. He
replied, "What parties promise before an election, and what
governments do are two different things" (O'Leary, 1987;
Murphy, 1982).
A few days later the Minister for Education
contradicted the above when he said on radio that "any
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commitment that was in the budget, in the estimates of the
Coalition is being honoured...". The next day the Chairman
of the I.P.P.A., Therese Ridge received a letter from the
Minister's secretary:
Oifig an Aire Oideachais,
Baile Atha Cliath, 1
Mrs Therese Ridge,
Irish Pre-School Playgroups Association,
11 St Peter's Road,
Phibsboro,
Dublin 31 March, 1982
Dear Mrs Ridge,
With reference to your letter of the 28th March, the
Minister for Education desires me to inform you that the
Government is committed to the funding of the pre-school
area in accordance with the Estimates for 1982. Most of
the resources involved will be deployed through the child
care activities of the Department of Health.
The Minister also wishes me to say that the
Government is favourably disposed towards the further
development of the pre-school area, particularly in
disadvantaged areas, along the lines of the Rutland Street
Project and action is being initiated in this matter. The
question of setting up a Registration body to ensure
standards is also under active consideration.
Yours sincerely,
Runai Aire
The Fianna Fail estimates were for El million and
not £1.6 million and upon being telephoned by the I.P.P.A.
the secretary who wrote the above letter confirmed that El
million was all that was being allocated. The affair ended
with the government insisting the pre-school education had
received its £1.6 million through various channels and the
I.P.P.A. insisting that it had not. The sad thing was that
the specific item on pre-school education was removed once
again from the estimates that precede each budget.
Early in 1982 the Department of Health informed the
Association in writing that they were making them a grant
of £16,000 for the year 1982 to cover the salary and
expenses of the National Advisor and office expenses. A
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phone call from the Department early in 1982, before the
government fell, informed the Association that this grant
would be increased to £50,000. Meanwhile, the U.K.
Carnegie Trust funded the Tutors' Course which had been
organised in Wexford by Moira Jones.
This financial optimism was not to last! Funding was
to be a particular problem for the next few years. The
£50,000 did not materialise. The £16,000 mentioned in the
letter from the Department of Health did not arrive in its
entirety either. In April 1982 the Association received
£6,000 and it was not until January 1983 that they received
the outstanding £10,000 and this was only after months of
hard frustrating work by the officers of the Association.
The Association was obviously in serious financial
trouble by the end of the year. To their amazement the
Department of Health then informed the Officers of the
Association that the £10,000 donated in January 1983 was to
cover all the expenses of the Association for 1983! In May
1983 this situation had not been resolved and negotiations
were still going on with the relevant departments. It had
not been possible to meet the Minister for Health. No
reply had been received from the barrage of letters
requesting a meeting. It was feared by the Hon. Secretary,
Noreen Delaney, in her report to the A.G.M. in May 1983
that with the finances of the Association in such a
critical state it would not be possible to continue to
employ Moira Jones as National Advisor. During 1983/84 the
Treasurer of the Association continued to grapple with the
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financial problem. Funds channelled through the Eastern
Health Board amounted to £20,000 which was designated for
the period April 1983 to March 1984. In May 1984 at the
A.G.M. no word had been received as to the funding
concerning the period April 1984 to March 1985.
During 1984/85 financial troubles continued. In the
early months of 1984 the Association experienced further
difficulty in obtaining funding from the Eastern Health
Board. After much letter writing and phone calling, the
I.P.P.A. received £16,000 to run from April 1984 to March
1985. With no increase for inflation, the grant no longer
covered what it was originally intended to cover, indeed in
real terms because of inflation the grant had been reduced.
After 1985 the grants from the Eastern Health Board arrived
on time (I.P.P.A., 1981/1982a; 1982/1983; 1983/1984).
The idea that the I.P.P.A. should become a Limited
Company had been raised in the early years of the
Association but no action had been taken. When Kathleen
McHale became the Chairperson, after Therese Ridge, she
could clearly see that action on this matter needed to be
taken. In December 1982 she knew that only £6,000 of the
promised grant of £16,000 had been paid and that the
remaining £10,000 was six months overdue. She also knew
that if all the bills were paid, the Association's accounts
were in deficit and that the Officers of the I.P.P.A. were
personally liable! As a result, the idea of forming a
Constitutional Limited Company was launched at the A.G.M.
which was held in the Dublin Law Courts in 1983.
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The year 1982/1983 is notable in that the membership
of the I.P.P.A. passed the one thousand mark for the first
time (Delaney, 1983). There was also, for the first time,
a full-time Southern Playgroup Advisor for Cork and Kerry
funded by the Southern Health Board and Joan Roberts was
appointed to this position. This was also the year that
the number of branches of the Association almost doubled
from seven to thirteen. The complete list of branches was
now Clare, Cork, Dublin, Galway, Kildare, Limerick, Louth,
Meath, Mayo, North East, South East, Tipperary and Wexford.
The growth in the number of branches increased the size of
the National Committee which normally met in Dublin on the
first Saturday of each month. The sub-committees and
working parties of the Association were now those concerned
with National Education, the Newsletter, Publications and
Special Literature, the Annual General Meeting and the
Constitution.
Kathleen McHale introduced much stronger procedural
rules for the management of the Annual General Meeting and
she carried this desire for efficiency and order into the
review of the Association's constitution. The latter had
not been looked at since it was first drawn up by Mary
Brady's committee and, over time, practice had evolved so
that the constitution was not being adhered to. The
committee changed the constitution to fit the practice and
then used it to run an orderly Association.
In general, apart from the financial difficulties,
1982/83 had been a marvellous one for the organisation.
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There were now two full-time advisors, with over one
thousand members and the administrative system had reached
a level of complexity and sophistication never before
experienced.
In July 1983 the Committee on Day Care Services was
established by the Minister for Health and Kathleen McHale
became the I.P.P.A. representative on it. The committee
had the following terms of reference:
"To examine and make recommendations on minimum
legal requirements and standards which should
apply in the regulation and registration of
daycare services for children."
It was envisaged that these recommendations would be taken
into account in the drafting of the proposed Children (Care
and Protection) Bill. (This became law in 1991.)
The main recommendations of the Committee were as
follows:
1. Health Boards should encourage the use of the Irish
language in the Day Care Centres funded by them;
2. A compulsory registration system for daycare services
should be introduced through the local Health Boards
who would provide an inspectorate; and
3. It was decided that a detailed set of conditions, to
which each type of daycare provision would conform,
should have the force of law.
This final point, for example, set out the Adult/Child
ratios for child minding, sessional services (as offered by
the I.P.P.A.) and full day services. Considerable thought
is given in the report to the administration of the system
of registration and it is suggested that it should be a
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function of the Community Care Programme which is presently
run by each of the Health Boards. The report concluded
with the different types of training which would be
suitable for pre-school personnel. At the end of the
report there appears the following:
Reservation by Kathleen McHale
As a member and former Chairperson of the Irish Pre-School
Playgroups Association, with a wide experience of
playgroups, I do not agree that persons who hold recognised
qualifications as primary school teachers and who intend to
provide sessional service with a playgroup orientation,
should be exempted from the requirement to participate in
a playgroup course.
Because of the particular ethos of the playgroup it is
essential that all persons who intend to provide a
sessional service with a playgroup orientation, should be
required to undergo a playgroup course.
Kathleen McHale
Irish Pre-School Playgroups Association
This clearly draws attention to the perceived difference in
philosophy between playgroups and national schools.
The 1984 A.G.M. was highly successful. It was
organised for the first time outside Dublin and took place
in Hotel Blarney in County Cork. At the previous year's
A.G.M. the members had voted in favour of the Association
becoming a Limited Company. Throughout the year the
Finance Working Party, together with the Association's
solicitor, worked on the Articles and Memorandum. Even
though the National Committee were given the brief of
forming a company, it became obvious as the year progressed
that some changes in the I.P.P.A.'s constitution would be
necessary in order to adapt it to the new Articles.
Unfortunately, the Articles had not been finalised in time
for the A.G.M. in Hotel Blarney and all the Secretary,
Noreen Delaney, could do was to inform the meeting that
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draft Articles would be circulated to all branches for
discussion as soon as they became available (Delaney,
1984).
During 1984/85 membership of the Association grew to
1,180. The information office finally found itself in new
premises - 19, Wicklow Street, Dublin 2. Arising from the
December 1984 planning day, a parent and toddler group
working party emerged. Parent and toddler groups were to
become one of the I.P.P.A.'s success stories of the 1980s.
Una Walsh, the first Treasurer of the Association, had been
instrumental in starting the first Parent and Toddler Group
in Ireland on April 16, 1975 (Walsh, 1975). In the year
ending December 31, 1987 there were thirty-four parent and
toddler groups in the Republic of Ireland and in December
1992 there were fifty-six.
The Association grew enormously in the period 1979 to
1986. It grew not only in numbers, but also in terms of
organisation. For the first time, it had a full-time
National Playgroups Advisor who, together with the Southern
Regional Playgroup Advisor, did a tremendous amount of work
to further the aims of the Association. As the officers of
the Association were now employers of both the Playgroup
Advisors and of the office staff, they themselves had to
become much more professional in the way that they
operated. Kathleen McHale, as Chairperson, can be seen to
have started this trend but she can also be seen to have
provided the watershed between the founder members and the
new group of people that moved into the organisation in the
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1980s.
At the end of December 1986 Moira Jones resigned as
National Playgroup Advisor and Peggy Walker was appointed
in her place. On March 26, 1987 the Irish Pre-School
Playgroups Association was incorporated under the Companies
Act 1983, and the company was limited in its liability.
In 1988 the Ryecourt Report was submitted by a team of
management consultants and concerned the structures and
running of the Association. However, up to 1992, no
changes were made and the proposals were deferred at each
A.G.M. Remarkably, at the A.G.M. in May 1993 in Carlow,
these proposals were passed which will have profound
effects on the way that the Association is run in the
future. In 1992, the Association moved its office to new
premises at 19, Inns Court, Wine Tavern Street, Dublin 8.
In general, there was no radical change in the nature
of the organisation between 1986 and 1992 although a number
of recent initiatives, such as the passing of the Ryecourt
proposals, give every sign that the Association is about to
make another great leap forward. A pilot course for the
Diploma in Playgroup Practice, which is intended to replace
the Foundation Course is to start in Co. Mayo in October
1993. This is significant because accreditation is being
sought from a national education body. This will introduce
formal assessment into an I.P.P.A. course for the first
time. With respect to accreditation, Peggy Walker
(National Playgroup Advisor) has been appointed (1993) to
the recently formed National Council for Vocational
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Qualifications and it is hoped that the new diploma will
fit into this structure.
The newsletter, started in the 1970s, has become the
"Newslink" which is a much more impressive publication and
can justly claim to be one of the great success stories of
the I.P.P.A. It has its own editor and editorial team and
the articles contained in it, mostly written by members,
are of high quality. In 1993 there were four playgroup
advisors paid by Health Boards: Peggy Walker (funded
through the Eastern Health Board); Joan Roberts (funded
through the Southern Health Board); Jenny Bernard; and
Mary Giblin (funded through the Western Health Board).
Membership of the Association stood at 1,750 at the end of
1992.
Pre-school education has come a long way since it
started in Ireland with Maria Edgeworth. Thenceforth, its
development owed something to Froebel, Montessori and the
Catholic Church. Later, on May 14, 1969, the Irish Pre-
School Playgroups Association came about directly as a
result of an intervention by the Civics Institute of
Ireland with 0.M.E.P. acting as the catalyst. Two members
of the Civics Institute, Molly Walmsley and Mdirin Hope,
must be given prime credit for this initiative. The early
development of the I.P.P.A. resulted from the enthusiasm of
a group of Irish women who were almost exclusively Dublin-
based but which spanned both religion and class. In 1972
the first branch of the Association was formed in Limerick.
Also in 1972, the first leaflet and the first newsletter
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were produced.
In 1974 the I.P.P.A. made its first formal submission
to a government department - The Task Force on Child Care
Services.	 During the development phase throughout the
1970s, one outstanding person shines forth; Elizabeth
Moloney, through her tireless devotion, frequent radio and
T.V. appearances and knowledge of Dublin Society, became
the "face" of the Association. This all changed in 1979
with the appointment of Moira Jones as full-time national
playgroups advisor which was made possible by a grant of
£6,500 per annum, for two years, from the Carnegie United
Kingdom Trust. Coinciding with this appointment came a
marked change in the character of the Central Executive
Committee. Representatives from the country were included
and there was an increasing awareness of the necessity for
the Association to become much less Dublin orientated. The
Central Executive Committee changed its name to the
National Committee to reflect this new aspiration.
Another important change was the switch in emphasis
from the home to the community playgroup which also
occurred at about this time. Kathleen McHale, as
Chairperson, streamlined the organisation of a now much
larger Association (during her term of office membership
passed the thousand mark) and at the A.G.M. in 1983 the
I.P.P.A. voted to become a Limited Company. During her
second year as Chairperson, the Association held its first
A.G.M. and Conference outside the capital, in Cork in 1984.
Kathleen was also the Association's representative on the
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Committee on Day Care Services set up by the government in
1983 to examine and make recommendations on the minimum
legal requirements of such care. The fruits of the
deliberations at this time can be seen in the Child Care
Act of 1991.
Education and training of I.P.P.A. personnel was
initially split between the Association and the St Nicolas
A
Montessori Society. As the seventies progressed, the
I.P.P.A. took more and more responsibility and, often in
conjunction with the education officers of the local
Vocational Education Committees, put on a range of courses
tutored by playgroup people themselves. Thus, at the end
of the seventies the first Foundation Course had been
developed and the so-called "Doorstep" and Practical
Introductory Courses had all come into being. The tutors'
course was added in the early eighties.
What emerged during this decade and a half was a
network of support for parents and playgroups. Those
involved were at different stages of development but before
moving on to the next stage they were passing on their
training and skills to others in an unthreatening manner.
The latest, and most exciting, manifestation of this is the
introduction of the Diploma in Playgroup Practice which
replaces the old Foundation Course and requires the




THE REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
This review of the literature starts by exploring the
importance of love and affection, maternal style, culture
and maturation for the development of the pre-school child
before moving on to an historical and philosophical account
of the theories of play and concluding with an analysis of
play and physical development, play and social development,
play and linguistic development and play and cognitive
development which has a direct bearing on the practical
research that follows.
The importance of love and affection in the
development of the young child is an area of major concern
with the growth of the nuclear family, working mothers and
large scale endemic unemployment leading to deprived urban
and rural areas. The traditional belief in Western Europe
over the past fifty years has been that under no
circumstances should mothers of young children go out to
work. This belief was given some empirical validity in the
1940s and 1950s when Spitz (1949) observed two different
groups of children born to women prisoners. One group was
raised by the mothers while the children of the other group
were, after the age of three months, raised by nursing
personnel. The ratio of nurses to children ranged between
1:8 and 1:12 in the second group. The children reared by
their mothers performed better in all six areas of
development which were assessed. These six areas included
mastery of perception, bodily functions, social relations,
memory and imitation, manipulative ability and
intelligence. These results led Spitz to respond angrily
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to a British government policy of the time, which was
encouraging young mothers to return to work by saying that
he was convinced that the consequences of such
socioeconomic measures would make themselves felt in a
distortion of young children's psychological development.
Bowlby (1951) undertook a report for the World Health
Organisation in which he focused attention on the possible
importance for future development of the child's first
interpersonal relationships. He reviewed the literature
and did an original study of the effects of the lack of
mothering in several different countries. He concluded
that the lack of any opportunity for a child, in the first
years of life, to form a specific relationship with an
adult may have been responsible for the later difficulties
in personal relationships experienced by the children who
had spent their early years in institutional care. This,
together with the deficiency in environmental stimulation,
may have contributed to the retarded intellectual and
educational development of these children. In other words,
absence of mothering may well lead to permanent impairment
of intellectual and emotional development.
Other studies indicate that the above research may in
fact oversimplify a very complicated issue. Skeels (1965)
reported on what is probably the most effective pre-school
intervention study ever carried out. Thirteen children who
had been living in an unstimulating orphanage in the 1930s
and who were functioning at the mentally retarded level
were transferred to an environment that, unlikely though it
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may seem, was personally stimulating to them. They became
"house guests" in an institution for the mentally retarded,
each child being placed in a ward with older girls and
women. Each child received a great deal of attention, and
most became attached to a particular adult. Thirteen other
children who had remained in the orphanage were chosen as
a control group.
Eighteen months after the transfer, the experimental
subjects in the institution for the mentally retarded
showed an increase of 28.5 I.Q. points, while the other
children showed a decline of 26.2 I.Q. points. The
educational and occupational achievements of the two groups
was also quite different. Six of the experimental group
completed grade twelve at High School while half of the
control group did not even achieve grade three. Eleven of
the experimental subjects were, by the year 1960,
indiscriminate from the normal population.
Skeels says,
"Their adult status was equivalent to what might
have been expected of children living with
natural parents in houses of comparable
socioeconomic levels." (p.55)
In contrast, those from the control group were all of low
socioeconomic status or still institutionalised in adult
life, only two out of the thirteen ever having married.
Light (1979) considered maternal style and play. One
aspect of his study looked at the mothers' teaching
strategies with respect to a simple task. The mothers were
first shown how to arrange some coloured blocks in a
prescribed pattern. They then had to teach the task to
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their children, and the way in which they did so was
observed by the experimenter. Two different maternal
styles emerged: one in which the mother corrected an error
immediately a child made it, and the other in which
correction was delayed until a child was itself aware of a
problem. The latter style was shown to enhance the child's
role-playing ability.
In realising that the infants' caregiver(s) play a
dominant role in shaping the infants' environment, we need
also to be aware that the way they do so is based largely
on assumptions about the "right" way to rear a child.
These assumptions probably come from, and are supported by,
the assumptions of the social group of which they are a
part. We talk about "subcultures" and "cultures" in this
context in recognition of the fact that child-rearing
practices tend to differ between social groups, whereas
within social groups they tend towards homogeneity. In
part, of course, it is this homogeneity that defines a
group in the first place, but it also contributes to
maintaining the character of the group - if we assume that
different child-rearing practices in some way produce
"different" adults; adults that continue the distinctive
practices that define them as members of their social
group. In general, the assumption is that practices of
child-rearing are a manifestation of more general beliefs
and practices that constitute a culture or sub-culture.
A central set of beliefs in any culture or subcultural
social group is to do with gender identity. Groups vary as
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to whether and, if so, to what extent they expect women and
men to do different things and to show different
characteristics. Where they do expect differences in
behaviour, they tend to treat their female and male infants
and older children in ways that are consonant with these
beliefs. In this way the broad cultural framework for
gender redes is reflected in the narrower area of the
differential treatment of girls and boys (for examples see
Moyles, 1989, pp.154-155).
To illustrate the relationship between mothering and
playing, Rheingold and Eckerman (1969) conducted an
investigation into some of the properties of the
environment which would lead a ten-month-old baby away from
its mother. Each infant was placed in a small empty room
and allowed access to a larger room. The first experiment
tested the effect of a toy in the larger room compared with
no toy. All infants entered the larger room irrespective
of the presence of a toy. Where a toy was present all
infants played with it and contact with the mother was
reduced. Further experiments showed that more toys in the
same room reduced contact with the mother still further.
Shaffer and Everson (1964) remind us that different
children respond to the same care differentially - some
children, for example, like to be cuddled while other do
not.
Further interesting findings from this study, which
had as its subjects sixty normal Scots infants, were:-
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1. That the majority of infants formed specific
attachments in the third quarter of the first year;
2. That most formed an initial attachment with one
person, although a quarter did not; and
3. That the infant who had an intense attachment to one
person was more, not less, likely to have other
attachments as well.
This has obvious implications for the organisation of day-
care and long term institutional care. Casler (1965) noted
the positive effects of handling young children. He
maintained that if the correct amount of tactile
stimulation was given to the institutionalised child, it
remained to be seen whether mother love was as important in
infant development as traditionally it had been assumed to
be.
Mothering, love and affection are important precursors
to the study of play. So also is maturation which concerns
the growth and development of the nervous system, including
the brain cells, which affects a child's activity. This can
be contrasted with the process of organisation and
coordination which is due to learning through practice or
training. One famous experiment which illustrates this
concept was performed by Gesell (1934) on identical twins
aged ten months. Twin T was given daily training in
climbing for a period of six weeks, beginning at the age of
46 weeks. Twin C was meanwhile deprived of all specific
training in climbing. After four weeks of training (age 50
weeks) T climbed the staircase with ease and without
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assistance. At 52 weeks she climbed the staircase in
twenty-six seconds. Twin C, who had been prevented from
trying any climbing, was now put to the test, and she at
once climbed the staircase unaided in forty-five seconds,
and after two weeks practice climbed it in ten seconds;
that is, two weeks training of the more mature C resulted
in a far better climbing performance than had the six weeks
C walked up the stairs while T wastraining of T. Indeed,
still crawling.
In the acquisition of language,
were made by Gesell with like twins.
similar experiments
At the age of one
year eight months twin A was intensively trained in the
acquisition of words for four weeks; twin B's training was
begun five weeks after A's. Yet shortly afterwards at
every stage of development, B was slightly ahead of A,
showing that the training had had no effect. Of course,
one cannot entirely separate the maturation aspect of
development from the environmental and learning aspects.
The infant who has no stairs to climb will not learn to
climb them in infancy and the child who does not hear
others speak will not itself learn to speak.
Maturation can, of course, be viewed in a much more
complex way. For example, in the educational context it is
seen by Blenkin and Kelly (1988, pp.16-17) in terms of
three themes. According to them:
1.	 It concerns how the child's role in learning and
development may be characterised;
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2. It concerns how that learning and development may be
promoted;
3. It concerns how experiences may be selected and
presented in order to support that learning.
Implicit in the above is the notion that maturation cannot
be separated from learning experiences - the two are
intertwined. Cognitive growth, unlike physical growth,
does not proceed by dint of simple maturation.
The study of play probably started with homo sapiens
but Plato (427-347 B.C.) is the first person commonly cited
as having recognised the practical value of play. In his
Laws he suggests that apples should be distributed to boys
to help them learn arithmetic and that three-year-olds
should be given real miniature tools in order that they
should learn to be builders in real life. Plato's view of
education was that it consists in some sense as an
initiation into certain kinds or forms of knowledge. This
is perhaps the traditional approach which was argued very
strongly by Peters (1965, 1966) and has been taken for
granted and developed by many of his colleagues and
followers since then (Dearden, 1968, 1976; White, 1973;
Hirst, 1965, 1974). This view is not so much concerned
with the content itself as with the kinds of intellectual
development that its study is believed to produce (Hirst,
1965, 1974; Hirst and Peters, 1970). However, if children
are to learn to contribute to the development of society
rather than merely be trained to maintain its status quo,
they must be enabled to develop their capacities to the
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full. A platonic system of education specifically denies
them that right, since it is linked to a platonic, and thus
totalitarian, view of society, where the maintenance of the
status quo is the prime, indeed the only, concern.
Plato's emphasis on the early formative years was
revitalised eighteen hundred years later by Luther (1483-
1546) who indicated that parental education of young
children was a divine mandate. Like Plato, he observed
these children carefully and adapted his evangelical
beliefs to suit their nature. In his Letters to the Mayors
and Aldermen he advocated using the natural curiosity of
children to help them to teach themselves. Later, he
expanded on this in his Large Catechism where he also
elucidated the negative affects of corporal punishment. In
the latter he spoke of an interesting little device,
consisting of two bags with pockets, for exploring the
meaning of faith and love and entreated adults to become
like children if they wished to teach children.
The child's play to which Luther had attributed such
importance was taken up by the Moravian priest, Comenius,
over a century later. As Luther had decried the use of
"rods and blows" (Painter, 1980, p.155) so did Comenius
castigate the "slaughter houses of the young" (Keatinge,
1896, p.2 quoting Comenius). Comenius was a great believer
in the power of love and stated that the quality of
education offered to the child by a stable, loving home
could never be questioned. His educational scheme,
comprised of four different schools, beginning with "The
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Mother School" from birth to six. The curricula for these
schools were built around two fundamental principles
embodied in his treatise, The Great Didactic. Firstly, all
knowledge and instruction should be carefully graded, and
secondly, the teacher should do his utmost to appeal to the
child's nature and senses when imparting this knowledge.
He consequently advised teachers to adopt an activity-based
approach and said that as far as possible people should
study "the heavens, the earth, oaks and beeches" but not
books (p.132). In other words, they should at all times
study the real thing rather than read about it.
Inherent in this new approach to instruction was the
realisation that the desire to acquire knowledge was
sometimes to be induced in the young. Comenius sought to
remedy this by using praise, small gifts, models and
pictures of everything to be learnt. He also said that the
classroom environment should be bright and clean and that
there should be lots of pictures on the walls while outside
there should be a garden and an open space to walk and play
in (p.285). He had for his time a remarkable perception of
young children and in many ways he preempted the work of
Pestalozzi and Froebel who were to follow him.
Comenius has the distinction of producing the first
known picture book for children (Orbis Pictus) but it was
left to the distinguished English educational writer Locke
(1632-1704) to produce the first structured apparatus. His
equipment included "a dice and playthings with the letters
on them to teach children the alphabet by playing"
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(Keatinge, 1896, p.187). This was later extended to
include an ivory ball which could be used to teach
syllables. Unfortunately, Locke's innovative belief that
nine-tenths of a person's ability is acquired and only one-
tenth is innate, which led him to such experiential
methods, was not reflected in his overall view of children.
He perceived children to be like wax that could be moulded
and fashioned and he therefore promoted the idea that the
child should be treated as a miniature adult. As a result
of his influence, adult-centred approaches to early
childhood education were widely adopted.
The late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries saw
a new and vital concern on the part of many individuals in
relation to education as European society was undergoing
profound changes on many fronts. The romantic movement,
which had witnessed the French Revolution, brought with it
a new concept of childhood which it embodied in the
writings of Rousseau (1712-1778). In the mid-eighteenth
century, he condemned the educational system of his day and
set forth his own theories in Emile (1762). He postulated
that education was a continuous process that began at birth
and which was sub-divided into four stages. The first stage
was infancy (birth to two years), the second boyhood (age
two to twelve), the third pre-adolescent and the fourth
adolescent. Infancy was characterised by the emotions and
it was not until boyhood that Rousseau believed that
sensorial training became of paramount importance. He
believed that ideal education could only take place in an
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ideal environment and this resulted in Emile being taken
from the evils of urban society and being introduced to the
unspoilt countryside where he could be educated by nature,
by man, and by things.
Rousseau felt that nature wanted children to be
children before they became adults and that if this were
not so one would obtain distorted human beings as a result.
In this child-centred approach, he stressed his belief in
self-discovery and put it forward as one of the main
methods by which knowledge is acquired. "If he knows
nothing by heart, he knows a great deal by experience"
(Keatinge, 1896, p.163). However, the idealistic nature of
his beliefs led to a very limited following on the ground.
Yet all the major features of the "progressive's" view:
the planning of educational provision by reference to the
child himself or herself, the rejection of instrumentalism,
the recognition of the need to gain the fullest possible
understanding of child psychology, the emphasis on the role
of experience in education and many other features, all
stem from the work of Rousseau and his successors.
Rousseau pointed to the interest in the "man in the making"
and the obvious lack of interest in "what he is before he
becomes a man". In other words, he denounced the Platonic,
knowledge based, view of education.
In Ireland the publication of Practical Education in
1798 exemplified the influence of Rousseau's work on
liberally minded upper-class citizens. This book, written
by Richard Lionell Edgeworth, was based on observations of
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his own qmile-educated" children and offered advice to
interested middle class parents. Predictably enough, it
emphasised first hand experience, but it also described the
importance of some nursery toys for the educational
development of children. Toys which stimulated the child's
constructive and analytic tendencies were encouraged and
these included kites, hoops, tops, shuttlecocks,
carpenter's tools, wood blocks, pencils, and coloured
pebbles for teaching mathematics. While such materials
were all deemed valuable, complete models, like furnished
dolls' houses, were frowned upon.
Another, more famous, disciple of Rousseau's was
Pestalozzi (1746-1827). The latter interpreted the theory
of the former in a very practical way. The practical
nature of his writing can be seen from the titles of his
books: Leonard and Gertrude (1781) and How Gertrude
Teaches Her Children (1801). Pestalozzi, like Rousseau,
condemned rote learning and maintained that sense
impressions of nature were the only true foundations of
human instruction. He called these sense impressions
"Anschauung". His ideal school, like that of Comenius,
began with and was modelled on the home while into this
home he incorporated Rousseau's ideas concerning child-
centred activity. This activity included music, physical
education, science, handwork, naturalistic study of the
home and workshop of man, and mathematics which were based
on games and problems. On the other hand, where Rousseau
had advocated self-discovery, Pestalozzi contended that it
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was the mother's role to guide and encourage the child in
his exploration of its natural environment. Such a
procedure would involve the counting of window panes,
floorboards, stones and so forth. Pestalozzi agreed with
Comenius in that in nature things advance from the easy to
the more difficult and that it was therefore wrong to
"teach the unknown through the medium of that which is
equally unknown" (Comenius cited in Keatinge, 1896, p.287).
Pestalozzi's influence was far reaching as many
educationists, including Maria Edgeworth (the daughter of
Richard Lionell Edgeworth), visited his schools. Through
him, European theories of education reached America and by
promoting the process of guided investigation, Pestalozzi
had placed himself firmly on the side of the future.
The first comprehensive theories of play were not to
emerge until the mid and late nineteenth century under the
influence of evolutionary theory as propounded by Charles
Darwin in Origin of Species (1859). Indeed, Darwin himself
in his Expression of Emotions (1872) noted that intense joy
and pleasurable excitement make people dance, clap their
hands, stamp and laugh. He raised a number of important
questions in his writings. If the main activities of
living things were directed to satisfy bodily needs - to
the serious business of preserving life and the species -
what function could be assigned to play? An early, perhaps
rather simple-minded answer was that it had its use as
recuperation from work. This idea is usually associated
with two German thinkers, Schiller and Lazarus, who both
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wrote books on play. Schiller thought that play restores
powers that are nearing exhaustion. Lazarus contrasted
play with work and with idleness, and advocated active
recreation as a restorative. A game of football or darts,
even painting the garden gate may act as relaxation but
this will not explain the activities of the young. No
strenuous work precedes the kittens jumping after a ball.
Puppies romp until they are tired, and then start the game
all over again.
The incessant running, jumping, and tumbling about,
characteristic of young children and animals seems to call
for a different kind of explanation and this was provided
in part by Herbert Spencer (1896). Spencer originally came
across the "Surplus Energy" theory of play - the notion
that children play to "blow off steam" in the
philosophical and aesthetic writings of Friedrich von
Schiller. Schiller was an exponent of the idealistic
movement in early nineteenth century German philosophy, and
he believed in democracy and universal education. His
views on the functions of the "play instinct" and of
aesthetics are contained in The Aesthetic Education of Man:
A Series of Letters. These letters, written in 1793-94 to
his friend Koerner, and to Prince Augustenberg, deal with
play from an esoteric viewpoint. Like Pestalozzi, Schiller
believed that children need the concrete experience of
being able to see, touch and examine the world around them.
He also noted how their understanding of the complexities
of their surroundings was enhanced by dramatic play. This
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imaginative expression also found itself in another type of
play. Schiller called play the expression of exuberant
energy, and the origin of all art. He considered that the
work of the artist seeking perfection was the highest form
of play. Art was therefore suggested as the medium which
could drive the child to fulfilment (Schiller, cited in
Armstrong, 1959, p.47).
Spencer (1896), nearly a century later, also
considered play as the origin of art, and as aimless
expression of surplus energy, but gave this a typically
evolutionary twist. He argued that the lower an animal is
on the evolutionary scale, the more its energies are taken
up with finding food and escaping from its enemies. Play
evolved in the higher animals, since with their greater
range of skills they needed to spend less time on keeping
themselves alive, yet were, nevertheless, better fed and
healthier, and so had more energy available. This concept
of play proved attractive to many. Curtis (1915) and
Tolman (1932), for example, both reiterated the surplus
energy theory.
As an explanation of play, the surplus energy theory
is rather inadequate. Play can act as an incentive. A
child, tired from a long walk, will perk up and trot home
rapidly if it is promised play at the end of it. A baby
will yell for toys when by all other signs it is badly in
need of sleep and rest, therefore excess energy is not
always needed for play. Actually, Spencer's own theory is
not so crude.	 His detailed explanation rests on
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speculations about the physiology of fatigue in nerve-
centres. These, he contended, disintegrate by being used,
and need time to be restored. A nerve centre which has
been at rest for any considerable period of time will
become physically unstable. It will then be over-ready to
respond to any kind of stimulation, and result in the kind
of action appropriate to that particular centre. This
accounts for the imitative element in play. When no
opportunity for serious fighting has occurred for some
time, the animal or human engages in simulated fights. In
addition, competition based on egoistic feelings will, if
unemployed, emerge in play. Older children will be
determined to "win" at all costs and will be very upset if
they do not. The surplus energy theory has often been used
as an argument for providing playing fields and gymnasia
and few of the later theories of play are so sophisticated
in their attempt to connect physiological, psychological
and social factors as is Spencer's.
Evolutionary theory in the nineteenth century gave a
tremendous boost to child study. Darwin's massive evidence
in his Origin of Species (1859) could not be disregarded.
Interest in man's development from lower species led to an
interest in the development of the newborn baby to adult
human.	 The emphasis shifted from speculation to
observation. Proud fathers, including Darwin, began to
record their infant's development with the seriousness and
scientific rigour previously accorded to beetles. This led
to the foundation of child psychology, established in no
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small part by the American Professor of Psychology and
Pedagogy, G.S. Hall. Hall's twin interests were in
evolutionary theory and education and these led him to
study children. For the first time a serious scientist
concerned himself with such questions as the kind of dolls
children prefer, or how soon they are given names. His
"Recapitulation Theory" of play rests on the notion that
children are a link in the evolutionary chain from animal
to man, and pass through all the stages from protozoan to
human in their lives as embryos. Some of the stages
through which the human foetus passes from conception to
birth are similar to the developmental sequence of
structure and behaviour from fish to man. This seemed to
provide evidence that individual development repeats that
of the race. Hall extended the idea of recapitulation to
the whole of childhood - the child relives the history of
the race as the embryo relives that of its remote
ancestors. The experience of his ancestors are handed on,
and the child consequently re-enacts
and occupations of pre-historic and
sequence in which they occurred.
The recapitulation theory was
detailed account of the content
in play the interests
primitive man in the
able to give a more
of play than other
attempts. Children's delight in playing with water could
be connected with their fishy ancestors' joys in the sea;
their insistence on climbing trees and swinging from
branches showed a clear relationship with their monkey
forebears.	 Unfortunately, the theory was based on the
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assumption that skills learnt by one generation can be
inherited by the next. This notion was not supported by
geneticists who rejected the idea that acquired
characteristics can be inherited - at least in any form
that would make Hall's theory tenable. There were also
problems of reality. Why do children play with toy
telephones if they are rehearsing their ancient
experiences? But Hall's recapitulation theory had the
excellent effect of stimulating interest in children's
behaviour at various ages.
A different theory was put forward by Karl Groos, a
professor of philosophy at Basle, in his books on the play
of animals in 1896, and on the play of man in 1898. He
became interested in play as a possible basis for
aesthetics. Impressed by Weissman's investigations which
first made it doubtful that acquired characteristics can be
inherited, Groos based his explanation entirely on the
principle of natural selection put forward by Darwin as one
of the main agencies of evolution. Those animals survive
who are best fitted to cope with prevailing conditions, and
whose offspring can adapt to changing ones. If animals
play, this is useful in the struggle for survival because
play practises and so effects the skills needed in adult
life. The infant by continually moving hands, fingers,
toes, and by babbling and crowing, learns to control its
own body. The kitten stalking and chasing balls of
knitting wool becomes adept at catching mice. Only animals
endowed with detailed instinctive patterns of behaviour
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which are perfect on first trial have no need to play.
Natural selection favours adaptable animals whose instincts
are sufficiently fragmentary and plastic to benefit from
experience. Such animals must practise and perfect their
incomplete hereditary skills before a serious need to
exercise them arises. They must play. Play, the
generalised impulse to practise instincts, is closely
connected with imitation - another generalised instinct
which replaces the need for a large number of specialised,
rigid ones. To learn by imitation is important for those
young whose hereditary modes of action are scanty. The
more adaptable and intelligent a species is, the more it
needs a period of protected infancy and childhood for the
practice gained in play and imitation.
In support of this theory, Groos collected an enormous
number of examples from books, periodicals and his own
observation. Most persuasive for the practice theory of
play are his stories of play fighting. The teasing and
tussling of the young of many species seem well explained
as practice of an instinct for future use. Although in
actual fact Groos regarded many forms of play fighting not
as a preparation for life and death struggles, but as
practice for courtship contests among the adult males of
many species after which the female yields to the victor
without resistance.
On the other hand, mature animals, including humans,
still play and this cannot be explained as a practise of
instincts for use in adult life.
	 No doubt practice
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benefits even adults, and Groos does make the point that
adults continue to play because they enjoy doing it when
young, and hence he recognises the learnt element in play.
Nevertheless the fact that adults play, considerably
weakens the original theory. The value of Groos' argument
is that it shows that activities defined at the time as
aimless and useless could in fact have a serious biological
function (Groos, 1898). In a modified form, without
assuming a special instinct, the theory that play is
practice is still frequently regarded as valid.
The development and evolution of the theory of play
was paralleled by the work of a man who like his
illustrious master, Pestalozzi, was imbued with a profound
love of childhood and humanity. This man was Friedrich
Froebel (1782-1852) for whom the education of the young
became a lifelong passion. His unhappy childhood led him
to take an interest in young children, and his admiration
for the romanticist philosophy of Schelling made the idea
of freedom and self expression almost an article of faith
with him. His practical experience as a teacher, and his
empathy with children, enabled him to realise that the kind
of play children enjoy, and the toys they find most
attractive could be used to gain their attention, and to
develop their capacities and knowledge. His ideas were of
great practical value.
Froebel repudiated an educational system which
anchored children to textbooks and fed them with mouthfuls
of knowledge assiduously cut from the vast amount to be
consumed. His own theory of education resulted from his
idea that man's nature was an expression of divine
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activity. Like all created things, man begins incomplete
but, because he is endowed with God-given activity, he
strives after perfection and completeness. According to
Froebel, man's instinctive impulse is elevated by his
awareness of his participation in God's universe. Through
his activity with and interaction in this universe, man
develops his true potential and becomes more God-like. For
Froebel, therefore, education was essentially a process of
growth, dependent upon self-activity. He noted that plants
and animals grow by a two-fold process of making the outer
inner and the inner outer. For example, the plant which
impregnates the soil with its roots leaves itself open to
absorption and change.
It was Froebel's contention that the first voluntary
movements of the child were a realisation of this principle
in man. He saw the earliest grasping actions of the child
as his attempt to make the outer inner and the inner outer:
that is, the child, while playing with objects, was seen as
trying to shape them to conform to his own nature - such
activity was his way of making external objects personal to
himself. Thus, according to Froebel, education in
childhood was simply a matter of allowing each child to
unfold his nature at his own pace, through action on the
external world of man and objects. He believed that up to
the age of six, a child was learning to differentiate
between himself and the rest of the world and was
experiencing attributes of the spirit which would later
lead him to an understanding of his need for God.
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It followed from this that the true theory of
education should acknowledge and respect the child's real
nature and the laws of his development. The first
condition of such an education would be the utmost freedom
for the child. Given this freedom, he would actively and
continually seek growth by successive deployment and
exercise of his faculties. Such activity, Froebel termed
play and emphasised that all that is latent in the child
thereby finds expression and enables development. He wrote
that:
"Play is the fundamental medium and instrument
through which the child, out of his own impulses
and inward resources, effects his growth in every
direction that is open to him."
[Froebel, cited in Lawrence, 1969, p.18]
From the other educational theories already discussed,
it is obvious that Froebel was not the first educator to
emphasise the importance of self-activity in early
childhood. He did, however, supplement the work of his
predecessors. Unlike Pestalozzi, Froebel avoided the
analytical reduction of experience to elements and believed
that "connectedness" should be an implicit quality which
permeated all school activity and atmosphere. He also
placed more emphasis on the productive self-activity of the
child than had his master. His greatest departure from
previous theory was his belief that most mothers have
neither the time nor the ability to guide their children's
growth. Both Comenius and Pestalozzi had thought of the
child under six years of age as being solely in the care of
his mother - Froebel disagreed and devised the Kindergarten
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or garden of children, the first of which opened in
Blankenburg in 1837.
As was mentioned in Chapter Two (pp. 37 and 38)
Froebel's kindergarten was built around the child. 	 Its
central feature was the systematic activity which presents
itself to the child as play. While Froebel accepted any
exercise which promised development to the child, he
nevertheless maintained that such growth should be
continuous. For the sake of this unity, he devised certain
games and occupations which form the kernel of the
kindergarten curriculum. These activities are graded to
ensure an increasing complexity for the maturing child and
stem from Froebel's theory that all education evolves
around religion, nature, language and the arts. They fall
into three groups. The first group consists of "gifts" and
"occupations" which are intended to familiarise the child
with inanimate things. Although Froebel dwells with
interest on the symbolic value of each piece of apparatus,
he is not ignorant of their more discernible effects.
Thus, the gifts, while providing for the children's play,
also trained them in dexterity and movement and taught them
something of the laws of nature. These consisted of balls
(the first of which was to be introduced to the child at
the age of three months), blocks for building, coloured
tablets for design, coloured papers to cut and fold,
pencils and paint, clay and sand. All were arranged in a
series to capitalise on skills acquired by previous
activities. The occupations consisted of paper folding,
perforated paper designs for pricking and squared paper for
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drawing, weaving, folding and cutting. Pea-work,
sticklaying, cardboard and clay modelling were also
included.
Froebel's second group of activities was intended to
be conducted outdoors, including various gardening
activities and the care of pets to produce empathy with
plants and animals. True to his belief that children
should help their parents and consider themselves to be
useful members of their own community, Froebel decided that
they should be aware of the value of human labour from an
early age. He thus published in 1843 Mutter und Koselieder
or Mother and Nursery Songs. This collection of action
songs and singing games was based on folk music and the
occupations and objects which the children saw around them.
It formed his third group of activities.
Froebel found numerous disciples in Germany to help
him disseminate his doctrines. Many kindergarten schools
were founded and the training of teachers continued at
Liebenstein, Keithau and at Marienthal. Most of these
students were young girls as Froebel believed that their
strong maternal instincts made them more suitable as
educators of young children. Before his death in 1852,
Froebel's twenty schools in Prussia were closed as Froebel
was identified with a nephew of his who had engaged in
socialist propaganda. However, the suppression of
liberalism in German states after the failure of the 1848
revolution nurtured rather than stifled the seeds of the
kindergarten movement. It led to a widespread exodus of
125
liberal-minded Germans to Western European countries and to
America.
The most famous of those who undertook such propaganda
work for Froebel's "new education" was the Baroness Bertha
Von Marenholtz-Bulow. Her determination to fan the flames
of the kindergarten movement was resultant upon the death
of her only son, Alfred. Adamant that his early decline
had been brought about by the severity of his education,
she was insistent that other children would not be
subjected to similar treatment. Other powerful pioneering
women also found the new doctrine palatable. These included
Frau Von Calear in Holland and the Grand Duchess Helene of
Russia. Their rank and wealth gave the movement prestige
and reinforced the widespread reforming zeal already at
work. The kindergarten movement spread as the century
progressed.
The movement was readily adopted in Britain, where the
infant school already existed, and was accepted as a
separate institution. Often the object of philanthropy,
schools specifically for infants had been established at
first by private subscription and after 1838 with
government aid. Thus, when liberal splinter groups arrived
from Germany, they were welcomed. Two main groups fostered
the development of the kindergarten movement in Britain.
The first was comprised of some rich, cultured and public
spirited upper middle-class people. Mostly merchants, they
cared not only about the education of their own children,
but also about that of the proletarian masses. The second
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group included wealthy members of the Jewish community. In
1854, Barnard, an American educationist, was a delegate to
an educational exhibition in London. On return to America
he wrote enthusiastically about the movement. Froebel's
doctrine had crossed the Atlantic, endowed with its newly
acquired middle-class respectability.
In retrospect, it is evident that Comenius, Rousseau,
Pestalozzi and Froebel all searched for an Educational
theory based on a psychological understanding of the child.
Their efforts led to an increasing appreciation of the
sanctity of childhood. The infant's playfulness,
exploration and energy were finally seen as an indication
of the self-evolving unity of nature and mind within a
dynamic universe. At a more fundamental level, their
educational theories resulted in child-centred curricula
where the emphasis was on self-activity, continuity,
movement, creativity and happiness.
Despite such prosperity, the kindergarten movement
began to depart from its original aims. The first decade in
the twentieth century witnessed a period when Froebel's
concept of unity was viewed as a license for adult
intervention. Integration became a teacher-imposed idea as
children's poetry, songs, writing, mathematics and so on,
all evolved around the particular topic being studied.
This imposition of a ready-made unity on their classes was
a far cry from the original cultivation of the child's
growth towards unity. While much of Montessori's doctrine
was unacceptable to Froebelians, it was she who shifted
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their emphasis back to the child.
Maria Montessori (1870-1952) qualified as a medical
doctor in 1896. When the directors of a philanthropic
organisation in Rome conceived the idea of having schools
attached to tenement buildings, Doctor Montessori took
charge of the educational direction of the venture. For
four years (1907-1911) she lived with these three to seven
year olds, and observed their work and play. Her Casa dei
Bambini, or Children's Houses, thus enabled her to perfect
her theory of the teacher as a background directress rather
than as a knowledge-based teacher. The alternative theory
of Montessori is best understood when viewed from the
framework of the nineteenth century. Darwin's theory of
evolution had reversed the classical priority in which
order was assumed and the difficulty centred on how to
account for change. By the early twentieth century
development, growth and process were seen as fundamental:
order and structure appeared to be subsequently imposed.
Montessori not only shared this developmental viewpoint,
but also formulated it in pedagogical terms. In fact she
can be said to have reorientated the philosophical question
of the relationship between structure and process from a
personal viewpoint, and rephrased it as a conflict between
liberty and order. Moreover, she emphasised that liberty
is the more important of the two. In The Montessori Method
she wrote that:
"The pedagogical method of observation has for




Self-realisation, according to Montessori, was resultant
from the dialectic between environmental demands and
liberty to act. Although she wrote that "the spontaneous
activity of the child should be accorded perfect liberty"
(Montessori, 1913, p.71), she was quick to qualify this by
stating that "overabundance debilitates and retards
progress" (ibid., p.79). As a result of this, she
developed her structured didactic apparatus and their
sociological correlate - "the prepared environment".
The didactic materials devised by Montessori had been
conceived in her school for slow children. While in this
school from 1898 to 1900, she had been influenced by
Seguin's work with mentally-retarded children. Seguin
believed that comprehension is developed through the
senses, instincts and emotion. He therefore suggested that
a detailed knowledge of the child's muscular, neural and
motor mechanisms would enable one to redirect basic
impulses and bring the same precision to bear on his
sensory and intellectual training. Following this
principle, Montessori had aimed her apparatus towards
improving the child's discrimination. Exercises on colour,
shape, size, texture, length and weight were included.
Initially these activities allowed for little individual
scope and backward children gained in confidence. The more
advanced exercises modified this rigid structure slightly.
The curriculum she designed for "normal" children,
while built around this apparatus, was also influenced by
her view of the child. In the first instance, she believed
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that there are sensitive periods of development during
which the child is most amenable to personal development
along specific lines. However, she does not construe these
sensitive stages as fixed levels of development but rather
as types of response on the part of the child to the
environment. She contends that there are special sensitive
periods for language, manners, discipline, order and so
forth, and notes that if neglected during these periods,
development in those areas is very difficult to induce
later. Her curriculum therefore contained Practical life
Exercises in the care of the environment; in care of the
person (e.g. dressing, tying laces); and in grace and
courtesy. This included training in poise, manners and
self control. Secondly, she emphasised the necessity to
utilise the child's innate curiosity and joy in discovery,
believing that its self-creating energies could be
harnessed by the imagination and controlled use of
environmental materials. Moreover, Montessori maintained
that "the child absorbs... impressions not with his mind
but with his life itself" (Montessori, 1936, p.23).
Montessori therefore shifted the focus from the
teacher to the child more completely than had any other
educationist. The child became the experimenter who
educated himself by selecting and using the sensorial
materials she had so cleverly devised. These included
graded lessons in the tactile area such as touch boards and
mystery bags; a brown stairs, pink tower and geometric
solids were included in the visual area;	 whereas the
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child's aural sense skills were developed and sharpened by
"sound boxes". Exercises in taste and smell were also
included. Most of her apparatus was self-corrective as she
believed that the child would teach himself to conquer her
ingenious and exciting set of problems with built-in
answers. So great was her faith in the child's own
educative ability that in 1914 she patented a teaching
machine, designed to develop the child's sense of touch.
Finally, Montessori emphasised the importance of the
total classroom environment - the living context in which
learning takes place. Although the teacher's role as
background directress was not denied, it shared the setting
with didactic apparatus and the mobile child-size
furniture. This inherent continuity between environment,
materials and the inner life of the child was central to
Montessori's philosophy.
The educational theory propounded by Montessori
represented a scientific approach to child development.
Her resultant methodology caused some passionate conflicts
of dogma which developed along three distinct fronts.
Firstly, she was opposed by teachers and parents who
favoured the discipline of a more traditional approach.
Secondly, came those (e.g. Margaret McMillan) who disliked
her scientific precision and her apparent discouragement of
individual imagination. Finally, she was criticised by
those who saw Montessorianism as a dead apparatus-ridden
system.
As a result of such criticism, the Montessori system
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never really flourished. While several progressive schools
of the day were active in disseminating her theory, and
others accepted a watered-down version of her apparatus,
she failed to parallel Froebel's kindergarten system.
Nevertheless, she ranks with her predecessors for pointing
to the misleading, self-deceptive character of an education
which is derived primarily from the activities of the
intellect.
Dewey was the child of a new age of evolution, science
and psychology. He was born in 1859, when Froebel's
kindergarten was being introduced into America and a great
furore was taking place in that society following the
publication of Darwin's Origin of Species. Dewey was
profoundly influenced by both authors and he thus
incorporated a theory of evolution and a philosophy
proclaiming the sanctity and individuality of each child
into his own work. The third influence on Dewey was the
John Hopkins University in Baltimore. 	 Unlike other
American colleges of the time, it had adopted an
investigatory approach to learning. Fourthly, Dewey's
overall educational philosophy was a response to changing
social conditions in the United States at the time.
Increasing industrialisation and the massive influx of
European immigrants combined to turn a stable rural society
into a rootless urban population albeit a democratic one.
Dewey sought to adapt educational practices to this
changing scene.	 He consequently studied traditional
methodology and assessed its validity.
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The result of this enquiry was a scathing attack on
traditional practice which he felt was a means of forcing
children to accept passively a set of simple skills and
static knowledge. Such education with its fixed desks,
book-work, subjects, and immobility was simply made for
listening. Thus, the traditional school was, according to
Dewey, authoritarian and took little notice of advances in
scientific knowledge. Conventional practice not only
prevented the growth of individual initiative, but its
restrictive organisation "in which the conditions of the
social spirit are eminently wanting" (Dewey, 1962, p.28)
also stifled social education.
Dewey believed that the school curriculum in its
content, organisation and method should strive to meet the
needs of both the individual and society. Central to this
new approach was the realisation that the curriculum should
be child-centred. Dewey draws a parallel between this
change and the Copernican revolution which placed the sun
at the centre of the universe. The child became the sun
with education evolving around his own self-activity.
The traditional view of education centred on the
child's immaturity as justification for immersion in
knowledge. Dewey, on the other hand, saw immaturity as an
opportunity to learn from experience. He argued that
growth does not have an end but is an end in itself. Thus,
education is not a matter of age since "living creatures
live as truly and positively at one stage as at another"
(Dewey, 1966, p.51). Education then becomes an enterprise
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which supplies the conditions which ensure growth,
irrespective of age. "Education is a constant reorganising
or reconstructing of experience" (ibid., p.76).
Dewey, a believer in evolutionary theory, stated that
man has acquired his superior intelligence through
practical experience. He believed that such experience
resulted from his efforts to overcome difficulties in the
fight for survival. Consequently, he decided to transfer
this pattern to the classroom environment, confronting the
child with disturbing situations to foster thought and
inquiry. To do so, Dewey maintained that the best
methodology would be a simplified version of the scientific
method, which has become known as "The Problem-Solving
Approach".
In 1896, Dewey opened his Laboratory School at the
University of Chicago. This was the testing ground where
a practical application of his philosophy was attempted.
He endeavoured to discover how his philosophy could be
reconciled with the process of education, and conversely,
how a philosophy of education could be developed from the
methodology of the Laboratory School. His laboratory
sought to narrow the gap between the school and the home;
to base all instruction in the "Three Rs" within the
background of everyday experience; to take into account
individual needs and aptitudes; and finally, to introduce
interesting subject matter which would be of value to the
child. Like Froebel, he recognised the role of teacher as
guide and children were allowed to work actively in groups
134
while attempting to solve particular problems. Such enquiry
resulted in the dissolution of subject barriers and often
provided motivation for reading or computation. This
problem-solving method was developed into the now more
familiar "Project Method", mainly through the writings of
Dewey's associate, W.H. Kilpatrick. It was he who
clarified Dewey's thoughts and related them realistically
to school practice.
Dewey's theory of education has not been without
criticism. Brubacher (1966) finds fault with its apparent
failure to specify the desirable direction for growth to
take. Murphy (1986) voices his objections regarding the
progressive theory and states that "the very notion is
impossibly naive". He argues that Dewey's theory does not
recognise the essential complexity of knowledge and the
child's lack of capacity to comprehend this knowledge. On
the other hand, Hogan (1986) refutes these criticisms and
cites one of Dewey's later books, Experience and Education.
Therein, Dewey forcefully argues that he wishes to
disassociate himself from the extremities of "traditional"
and "progressive" practice. Hogan quotes at length from
sections of this work to illustrate Dewey's position
concerning the role of the teacher and the organisation of
knowledge. He says that Dewey was fully aware of the
essential complexity of knowledge and the child's inability
to comprehend it. Hogan says that he realised that an
education based on personal experience required even more
contacts between the more and the less mature than in the
135
traditional school and as a result, young children needed
even more guidance. Secondly, according to Hogan, Dewey
did not envisage an educational system whereby children
floundered about in the darkness and confusion of a mass of
unsequenced and partly-digested facts. He was adamant that
knowledge had to be ordered into ever more complex forms
until it "approximates that in which subject matter is
presented to the skilled, mature person" (Dewey, 1938,
pp.73-77, cited in Hogan, 1986, p.28).
The above illustrates the fact that Education and
Experience, the culmination of Dewey's thinking on
education, endorses the role of the teacher as the
systematic organiser and discerning director of the
experience to which the child is presented. In retrospect,
Dewey can be credited with having brought the cumulative
theories of his predecessors (especially those of Comenius,
Pestalozzi and Froebel) into the twentieth century. It is
from this accumulated body of knowledge that child centred,
integrated, environmentally-orientated curricula have
emanated. In accordance with the child's inherent desire
to interact with and examine its environment, Dewey
prescribes an approach to learning without boundaries but
yet which is tempered with the teacher's knowledge, insight
and expertise.
In complete contrast to Dewey, Sigmund Freud (1856-
1939) developed a theory of play through his study of
psychoanalysis. Freud's clinical successes with his method
appeared to him to justify the explanations he evolved and
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altered over a number of years. 	 He started with the
assumption that human behaviour is determined by the amount
of pleasure or pain to which it leads. 	 Pleasurable
experiences are sought, painful ones avoided.
	
When
unchecked by constraints, human behaviour and thinking is
motivated by the wishes of the individual. Play, in
dreams, and in fantasy are determined by wishes. The child
distinguishes play from reality, but uses objects and
situations from the real world of his own in which he can
repeat pleasant experiences at will, and can order and
alter events in the way that pleases him best. The child
wants to be grown up and do what adults do. In play this
is possible. The little girl wields authority among her
dolls which is denied her in reality.	 Art is an
elaboration and refinement of day-dreams.
Freud used the term sexuality in a much wider sense
than is common to include all manifestations of striving
for pleasure. He assumed a basic instinct, Eros or Libido
- generally speaking, an urge to live - as the source of
all motivation, part of it checked, transformed and
redirected by the necessity to come to terms with reality.
The stability and resilience of his inherited
biological make up, and the degree and frequency of
traumatic experiences at vital developmental stages would
determine the extent to which an individual could withstand
later stress, or would break down into neurotic illness.
But even the healthiest child of the most enlightened
parents will experience frustrations and conflicts in
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developing from an infant, with insistent, chaotic urges,
to an adult who can defer his or her satisfactions and
adapt them to what is socially acceptable. To resolve the
conflicts, disturbing feelings or wishes may be repressed
so that the child is no longer aware of them, or they may
be transformed into their opposite. A child, for whom
indulging in anal messes is made too frightening, may
become obsessively clean and meticulous. Alternatively,
disquieting feelings may be attributed to others or even to
objects. A good deal of play is supposed to be projection
of this kind. Not oneself, but dolls, imaginary
companions, evil witches or wizards behave maliciously;
roast the mother doll on the stove, and kill everyone in
sight. It is other people who are naughty, or tell one to
do wrong.
Another way of dealing with frightening wishes is to
substitute an object which makes them harmless. Immersing
the baby doll in water, or throwing it against the wall
relieves the jealous brother's feelings without harming the
new baby. Unless anxiety is so great that all play is
inhibited, the wishes and conflicts of each developmental
stage will be reflected in the child's play directly (or by
substitute, symbolic activities). Blowing bubbles may go
back to oral over-indulgence or frustration. Sand and
water-play are acceptable substitutes for "soiling and
wetting". Thwarted interest in pro-creation may give rise
to interminable pseudo-questions at the genital stage (3 to
6 year olds). In the period of identification, the boy
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will pretend to be his father or a bus driver; a girl will
play at being a mother. Unsatisfied urges may be directed
into socially acceptable channels. According to Freud, the
impetus to seek knowledge, and to produce art and
civilisation derives from the sublimation of libidinal
impulses.
Freud's early view, that in play events are so altered
as to fit in with the child's wishes, did not later seem to
him to account entirely for the frequency with which
unpleasant experiences are repeated in play. Children who
greatly dislike medicine dose their dolls and teddies. A
frightening accident or fire witnessed by them will be
graphically re-enacted. Freud's view was that organisms
try to keep the level of nervous tension as low as
possible, and that all increases in excitation are felt as
unpleasant, decreases of excitation as pleasurable.
Exciting events, i.e., unpleasant tensions and conflicts,
are repeated in fantasy or in play because repetition
reduces the excitement which has been aroused. Play
enables the child to master the disturbing events or
situation by actively bringing it about, rather than being
a passive and helpless spectator. Playing to master
disturbing events is still an explanation in terms of
striving for pleasure and escape from pain, since the
repetition is held to reduce the unpleasant disturbance.
In his final speculations Freud assigned to the impulse to
repeat, a status equal to libidinal strivings. According
to this, the impulse to repeat, and hence play, are part of
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the urge to restore an earlier, more stable, condition of
the organism. There is no state so stable and quiescent as
death. In addition to the urge to live, Freud now
postulated an instinct impelling the organism towards death
and destruction. Very few, even among Freud's followers,
accepted these later speculations, the paradox that the aim
of living is to die, or that play is a manifestation of
compulsive repetition. But his view that play is due to an
eimpulse to master vents has wide currency.f.
The greatest problem with Freud's hypotheses is in
testing them experimentally. Freud mainly dealt with the
individual human moral predicament which is difficult to
recreate in the laboratory. His explanations of fantasy
and play as the projection of wishes and the re-enactment
of conflicts and unpleasant events in order to master them
led to techniques of personality assessment based on the
assumption that play and fantasy reveal something about the
inner life and motivation of the individual. Imaginative
play with dolls, making up stories to pictures or inkblots
and other projective devices have been used both for
clinical diagnoses and in research. They have also been
severely criticised.
The most direct influence of Freud's views on play was
on the various forms of therapy for disturbed children
which derived from psychoanalysis. Most of these used
spontaneous play: some as a substitute for the verbal free
association of adult therapy, others as a form of
catharsis, or as an aid to communicating with the children,
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or simply in order to observe them. Until recently the
majority of publications on children's play have been
almost entirely concerned with the use of play as a
technique for personality research, and in the diagnosis
and treatment of disturbed children. For example, Virginia
Axeline (1964) in her book Dibs in Search of Self
describes, in a very moving way, how play-therapy was used
to treat a boy who appeared to the "experts" to be mentally
subnormal. Dibs grew up to be a normal person who was
brighter than the average.
Freud's lasting achievement was not that he founded a
movement within medicine, nor that he developed the
techniques and postulates of psychoanalysis, but that his
ideas modified the way in which people have come to view
themselves and no more so than in the reasons that he gave
for play.
A new and radical departure whose effects are still
with us was provided by the developmental psychology of
Jean Piaget (1962). This stemmed from his biological
training and his interest in philosophy which led him to
study the intellectual development of children in the
belief that the logical analysis of "knowing" can be
illuminated by facts about how children actually come to
think logically. In turn, especially in his later
investigations, he used logical models to analyses his
findings on children's reasoning at various ages.
Piaget's theory of play is closely bound up with his
account of the growth of intelligence. He postulated two
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processes which he believed to be fundamental to all
organic development: assimilation and accommodation. The
simplest example of assimilation is eating. Food is
changed in the process of being taken in and made part of
the organism. Accommodation is the organism's adjustment
to the external world, as for instance in posture;
changing course to avoid an obstacle, or contracting eye-
muscles in bright light. The two processes are
complementary and involve each other. If the food particles
to be assimilated are large, the animal has to open its
mouth wide. A number of physical and chemical processes go
on in the organism accommodating it to the type of food
received, at the same time changing what is being digested.
Piaget uses the terms assimilation and accommodation
in a wider sense to apply to intellectual processes.
Assimilation refers to any process whereby the organism
changes the information it receives, in the process of
making it part of the organism's know-how. Information is,
as it were, digested. Accommodation means any adjustment
the organism has to make to the external world in order to
assimilate information. Intellectual development is due to
the continual, active interplay between assimilating and
accommodating. Intelligent adaptation occurs when the two
processes balance each other, or are "in equilibrium".
When they are not, accommodation or adjustment to the
object may predominate over assimilation - fitting the
impression in with previous experience and adapting it to
the individual's needs - may predominate. This is play.
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It is pure assimilation which changes incoming information
to suit the individual's requirements. Play and imitation
are an integral part of the development of intelligence,
and consequently, they go through the same stages.
At each stage, concepts are developed with experience
through the interplay and balancing of assimilating and
accommodating activities. Experience is not enough. There
are inherent limitations on development at each stage,
partly due to the stage of maturity of the individual's
central nervous system, and partly due to their experience
of both the physical and social environment. Cooperation
with others and, later, interchange of ideas, are important
because they make the individual look at things from
several different viewpoints. This is essential for seeing
logical implications and contradictions.
Piaget's theory gives play a clear biological function
as active repetition and experiment which "mentally
digests" novel situations and experiences. It affords a
coherent description of the development of successive
activities from constantly pushing a rattle hung at the end
of the cot, to acting out stories and playing rugger or
chess. But there are difficulties, some of these are due
to the fact that Piaget concentrates on what can be
inferred about the logical status of children's reasoning
from their mistakes, rather than specifying the conditions
under which errors occur. His methods are designed to
discover the sequence of actions which lead to mistakes or
correct solutions, and this has produced essential data
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which are not in doubt. But it cannot yield precise
information about the specific factors influencing a given
finding. This has frequently been criticised.
The assumption that play is pure assimilation allows
us to predict that a child will play at whatever activity
he has just mastered, and that it will be characterised by
distortions of reality to suit the child's needs. It does
not specify the extent to which such distortions can be
modified by experience at a given age level. For instance,
need they occur at all in a well-adjusted, well-informed
five-year-old?
Three major assumptions are essential to Piaget's
theory. Firstly, theory implies that intellectual
development proceeds in a sequence which may be accelerated
or retarded but cannot itself be changed by experience;
secondly, that the sequence is not continuous but rather is
made up of stages, each of which has to be complete before
the next cognitive step can be attempted; and finally,
that the sequence can be explained in terms of the kind of
logical operations involved.
Piaget distinguishes between play as repetition
already mastered, and repetition of an activity in order to
understand it. The latter is investigation or exploration
and involves accommodation to reality. In play, on the
contrary, reality is adapted to the child's own needs. In
its form of "pure" assimilation, play ceases at the end of
the period of representative intelligence with the waning
of "egocentrism" when the child is aged about seven.
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In 1966, Sutton-Smith made the above his central point
in his critique of Piaget's theory of play. The inverse
relationship that Piaget postulated between intelligent
functioning and playing met with his strong disapproval.
Sutton-Smith stated that in his view play remains
important, symbolic, playful and ritualistic even into
adulthood (Sutton-Smith et al., 1971, p.335). This, of
course, is at variance with Piagetian theory which suggests
that play becomes more rationalistic and complex as the
result of development.
Although Piaget's theory of play is open to criticism,
it had a very positive influence on the education of young
children. Many educational programmes, including the Irish
Curaclam na Bunscoile (1971) acknowledge his contentions.
The need for educational programmes that are rich and
diversified in concrete, manipulative and sensory learning
experiences, is consequently being realised.
A view of play which explores its function in both
evolution and development and which extends the role of
play beyond the early years is that of Braner (1972). Like
Piaget, Braner can be classified as a cognitive
psychologist interested in the learning processes the child
engages in and seeing the child as an active participant in
those learning processes. In many ways, Braner's
conception of the growth of the child is similar to that of
Piaget, but he ascribes a far greater rOle to the child's
interaction with others in the early years. The child's
world is seen as social as opposed to the private world of
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Piaget's egocentric child, with the adult playing a
significant part in the child's cognitive and linguistic
development. Braner claims that, through play, the child
acquires information, constructs concepts and develops new
skills for operating on the world. Moreover, he believes
that players, be they young or old, have "excellent
opportunity to try combinations of behaviour that, under
(non-play) pressure, would never be tried" (Braner, 1972).
The differences between Piaget's and BrUner's
descriptions of play become clearer if one thinks in terms
of "exploration" and "play". Hutt (1979, p.115) divides
play into three types which she calls "epistemic
behaviour", "ludic behaviour" and "games with rules".
"Epistemic behaviour" consists of problem solving,
exploration and productive play. 	 "Ludic behaviour"
consists of symbolic and repetitive play. 	 The former
involves activities which require knowledge and
information, while with the latter there is no specific
focus for play and any information or knowledge gained is
largely incidental. Freud and Piaget concerned themselves
primarily with "ludic behaviour" while Braner also included
"epistemic behaviour" which allows him to propose a far
more creative role for play in child development.
With the review of the history and philosophy of play
now complete, it is now time to turn to the last part of
this chapter which concerns play and physical development,
play and social development, play and cognitive
development. Much of this theory builds on the foundations
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already covered but before delving into it a knowledge of
the four main types of educational play will prove helpful.
These concern manipulative, physical and dramatic play
together with games (play with rules).
Manipulative play is where the child handles
relatively small pieces of equipment such as puzzles,
cuisenaire rods or peg sets. The actions are relatively
self contained; there is no necessary interaction between
the manipulative activity and other kinds of activities,
nor is there a dramatic element to the play. The goals of
manipulative play activities are achievable directly
through the child's handling of materials. The use of
Montessori apparatus, although defined as "work" by
Montessorians, provides a good example of educational
manipulative play. A child may be given a series of wooden
cylinders and a case into which they fit. By comparing
cylinders and attempting to fit them in the case, the child
begins to learn to make size comparisons and to senate.
Manipulative play activities generally have fairly narrowly
defined educational goals.
On the other hand, physical play involves children in
large actions, such as running, jumping, or riding a
tricycle. The goals of these activities are to help
children increase their physical skills or learn to use
them in new situations. Physical play can have a dramatic
component to it and teachers can elaborate the play either
by making the physical activities more challenging or by
providing social content to the play.
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Dramatic play requires that the child assume and act
out a role, often in relationship to other children playing
their roles, in informal dramatic situations that may
represent true life experiences. The house-keeping area
(or doll corner) is the most readily observable setting for
play. In this area children act out the roles of family
members with actions representing home situations. The
teacher may set up other dramatic play situations to enable
the children to play many roles. At times, rather than
becoming the performer in the dramatic play situation, the
child manipulates things that represent characters.
Informal puppet play allows him to act out a role through
a puppet. Children, building with unit blocks, are often
involved in miniature dramatisations. In this, the teacher
must provide adequate properties, enough time for children
to go beyond the manipulative building, and ideas as
sources for dramatic themes.
Even though Piaget has conceptual problems with this
notion, most people would agree that games are a form of
play activity, but of a different kind from those discussed
above. They are highly structured activities that include
specific rules to be followed. Games have often been
excluded from early childhood activities because they were
considered inappropriate for this age level although in
actual fact children in the four to five year old age group
are beginning to move into a stage where game playing is
possible.	 Simple games or musical activity containing
elements of games are quite appropriate for children.
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Games that young children play must include certain
elements if they are to be played successfully and to be
educational. Children need to be taught the strategies of
game playing (gamesmanship). The teacher needs to be
continually involved in guiding their game, for she is the
only one mature enough to maintain its rules and to help
the children understand appropriate behaviour.
In the next chapter, on research design, the four
categories above are broken down into many sub-categories
which are necessary for observing children at play.
However, the immediate task is to explore the literature
concerning each of these different types of play. Each
type of play helps the child to develop in many different
ways. It has been decided to restrict this enquiry to four
important areas: the physical, social, linguistic and
cognitive development of the child.
Theorising on the importance of play in physical
development began in early Grecian civilisation. Plato
emphasised the importance of the physical domain in his
treatise on the education of freemen. Accordingly, nurses
were advised to wheel their charges daily in the fresh air,
while the curriculum he envisaged for three to six year
olds also based itself on physical play - skipping, ball
games, hide-and-seek and so forth. Plato feared that the
rapid growth characteristic of early childhood would result
in endless evils in the body if not accompanied by
sufficient exercise.
This question was readdressed by Comenius in the
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seventeenth century. He suggested that every school should
be accompanied by a garden or open space in which the young
could run and play. Over two hundred years later,
Wilderspin (1852) again advocated the training of the body
and senses using physical education, object lessons and
music. He saw the playground as one of the most important
areas in the school as it afforded the children an
opportunity to be themselves.
In the early twentieth century, the theories of
Schiller and Spencer reduced play to the level of the
expenditure of excess energy. However, their contemporary,
Groos, was more perceptive. He cited Souriau who had
written that exercise increases respiration in frequency
and depth, quickens bodily functions and makes for a
feeling of general well-being (Groos, 1898, pp.289-290).
The early twentieth century also evidenced the work of
Maria Montessori. A trained medical doctor, she was
influenced by the French educationist, Seguin, who tried to
alleviate the sensory deprivation of retarded children.
Her approach, although somewhat clinical, emphasised the
use of sensorial materials and practical life exercises.
These exercises, ranging from simple polishing, tying and
buttoning activities to training in poise and deportment,
developed fine and gross muscular control.
The influence of Seguin was also seen in the
philanthropic activities of the McMillan sisters. Their
"Infant Clinics" and "School Clinics" set up in slums in
the opening decades of this century, highlighted the
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importance of the child's physical development through
their provision of large outdoor play areas and gardens
(Whitbread, 1972, p.60). Isaacs (1942) emphasised the
value of physical activity with respect to emotional growth
as it released pent up stress and anxiety. On the other
hand, Piaget (1966) suggested that physical play was devoid
of functional significance with respect to cognitive
development although he did not discount its importance for
purposes of relaxation. Nor did he discount the importance
of activity in learning (Piaget, 1962).
Whatever its effect, there is obviously a need for
children to engage in strenuous physical activity in
enjoyable and purposeful ways. The most striking purpose
is that through movement a child identifies an important
means of self discovery. A good illustration of this was
when, in the 1970s, the English Department of Education and
Science pointed out that a child enjoys discovering what
his or her own body can do.
"He tries out the normal range of bodily actions
and, with an inventive mind and mobile joints, is
eager to discover less conventional actions to
extend his range..."
[D.E.S., 1972, p.5]
This report went on to explain the young child's interest
in finding out how it feels to balance on narrow surfaces
at increasing heights, or to drop from a height and so on.
The essence being that the youngster used movement to learn
about his or her self and the physical world around.
Kent County Council (1982, p.1) made the further point
that movement offers opportunities for developing language
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and imagination as well as the more social skills of
discipline, cooperation and staff/student awareness which
they say have not always been fully appreciated. Recent
research from Exeter University (Armstrong cited in
Boorman, 1988) has revealed the likelihood of an increase
in cardiac problems amongst today's children as they reach
adulthood because they do too little exercise - not enough
to maintain the physical and organic development which is
essential for healthy living. Likewise, Gilliam et al.
(1981, p.67) say:
"The voluntary activity patterns of the children
studied (6 to 7 year olds) may not be adequate in
terms of duration and intensity to promote
cardiovascular health."
This is a concern for everyone, yet there is an assumption
that through play children get plenty of physical exercise.
It is this assumption which has led to the laissez-
faire approach to the teaching of physical activity. Given
this assumption, that young children need little
encouragement to be active, recognition of the importance
of movement is tacitly given by the provision of areas for
gross motor play in the pre-school and by the allocation of
a larger space at special times in the infant school.
However, little attempt is made to use these in a coherent
fashion to help children explore their movement potential.
It is as well to note in passing that an incomplete
conception of direction and space may create later
difficulties, for example in coping with handwriting or
with traffic (Holle, 1976). Thus,
"The development of perceptual motor abilities
152
involves the complex interaction of perceptual,
motor and cognitive processes."
[Gallahue, 1982, p.294]
and many therapeutic, sensori-motor, perceptual or movement
programmes have tried to demonstrate their virtues on
concept readiness and cognitive functioning (Delacato,
1959; Frostig, 1969; Kephart, 1971; Cratty, 1972).
Another major inadequacy in current practice is that
very often the teaching of gymnastics in the early and
later years is concerned with the teaching of skills (not
children!) (Wetton, 1983, p.5) and in some guidelines
expectations are listed which suggest that by "the end of
the reception year he/she should be able to... by the end
of the middle infant year he/she should be able to..."
(Wetton, 1983, pp. 10, 19, 28). And, of course, all these
are based on the "average" child!
As Bailey (1983) says: "The rot starts early!" The
teacher sees the teaching of technique as the critical part
of the lesson - catching a ball, bouncing a ball, throwing
a ball, etc. as "a strategy wholly successful in dividing
the school population into those who can and those who
cannot do the activity" (Bailey, 1983, p.11). P.E. has
nowadays adopted a philosophy that espouses the values of
the "child centred" approach.
"The keynote of the games lesson is fun and
enjoyment. Time must be allowed for children to
play with apparatus."
[Clwyd County Council, 1978, p.35]
These ideals are usually followed with very prescriptive
plans involving "movement training" which emphasises
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"material to be taught to first year school children"
(Thomas and Jones, 1986, p.16) often in lesson by lesson
formats, and with lists of skills which are to be
incorporated in each theme.
Against this can be set the notion that separate
"lessons" or specific "times" for physical exercise divorce
the subject from the rest of the curriculum and from the
rest of the child's experience in the institution. This
reinforces the classical dualism of mind and body.
"The feeling is that children's minds are
nurtured in the classroom while P.E. lessons take
care of their bodies."
[Fowler, 1981, p.37]
In reality it is impossible to separate one facet of growth
or development from any other, so interrelated and
interdependent are they within the complexity of human
behaviour and development. Hence the separation within
educators' minds represents an artificially created
division along subject lines which disguises the notion of
education as "an interaction of psychomotor, cognitive and
affective factors". Hence, physical activity ceases to be
truly child-centred because of it being relegated to
certain "time slots". A final comment must express concern
at the amount of time children spend standing around during
so-called physical activity periods.
Physical play often goes hand-in-hand with social
play. Socialisation is defined as the method by which a
child comes to acquire the behavioural patterns of its
society. The socialisation process involves the learning
and internalisation of appropriate patterns of behaviour,
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feelings, values and attitudes which are respected in that
society.
Play often involves others. It is greatly enjoyed in
pairs or in groups. The social significance of play and
through play the significance of the social world in the
development of children goes to the heart of the major
debate about the nature of intellectual development. It is
well known that two of the most influential theorists of
child development, Piaget (1962) and Vygotsky (1962),
approached the role of social interaction from different
vantage points. Piaget is often accused of underestimating
the importance of the social context (Fisher, 1980), and
Vygotsky, like Braner, is seen as stressing it.
The major difference between these two theories
concerns their respective notions of the construction of
knowledge. Piaget considers the child to be the architect
of his or her own knowledge about the world, whereupon
Vygotsky's position is that the child uses the social
context in the process of cognitive development. O'Connell
and Bretherton (1984) argue that the views of Piaget and
Vygotsky are less polarised than it would seem on the
surface. Nevertheless, there has been a movement in recent
years (Mandler, 1979; Nelson, 1981) to what is known as a
"script-model" of knowledge where theorists agree that
young children acquire knowledge through participation in
social interaction. •
Research into early infancy suggests that from the
very start babies take particularly keen interest in their
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social world. This fascination goes well beyond the purely
functional - needing to be fed, cleaned and kept warm.
Even a physically-contented baby finds people more
interesting than objects or toys (Schaffer, 1977b; Shields
and Duveen, 1982; Trevarthen, 1982). It is argued that
the first construction of meanings and primary
intentionality develops from the child's early interactions
with care-givers. Mothers impute meaning to "behaviours"
elicited from infants and as a result these eventually do
come to constitute meaningful actions as far as the child
itself is concerned (Newson, 1979, p.94).
One aspect of social play is undoubtedly speech and
there is strong evidence to suggest that many linguistic
skills are learned through play. Braner (1975, p.10) has
written that;
"play has the effect of drawing the child's
attention to itself, and to the structure of the
acts in which communication is taking place".
Thus, the rules of play themselves become the object of
attention and the mother and child are seen to be working
out a restricted and shared set of "meanings" which could
be acting as referents for more advanced communication. In
studies of this sort, the fact that the mother repeatedly
produces certain standard formats enables the child
firstly, to interpret the actions and signals of the mother
starting from the positions they occupy in the routine
sequence, and secondly, to reproduce subsequently the same
actions and signals in the sequence, usually moving from
the use of non-standard signals to the use of standard
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lexical items (Ratner and BrUner, 1978, p.31).
The authors conclude that their results emphasise the
importance of the first six to twelve months of life for
the growth of social games, in terms of both the quality
and variety of the games played and of the child's capacity
for actively participating in them. Developmental changes
tend to remain fairly constant from thirteen to eighteen
months of age, a time in which the emerging novelty is that
of the child's capacity to mark linguistically his or her
participation in the game. An interesting study aimed at
finding out about social games played by mothers and
children at home and the associated acquisition of language
was carried out by Camaioni and Laicardi (1985). They
found that: firstly, games occur regularly in the everyday
activities of mothers and infants; secondly, that these
games can serve as a convenient "index" of developmental
changes in the social and cognitive capabilities of
infants; and thirdly, that playing games with a repetitive
and rule-governed structure may be an early way of
acquiring the conventions of human social interaction and,
in particular, may help the infant to master the rules of
language.
Recent studies have shown that mothers with four-to
six-month-old babies tend to initiate games that stimulate
the children's attention and excite them, and at eight
months old, mothers mainly produce games structured
according to conventional roles, which can easily be
assumed by the children themselves. This development is
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accompanied by a gradual change in the child's role during
the game from mainly passive to mainly active.
Parten (1932) developed a hierarchical scale of social
play categories to depict the extent to which children
participate in social interactions. Children at the first
stage, Solitary Independent Play, were seen to play alone,
with toys that were different from those used by their
neighbours. No effort was made to get close to other
children and each child pursued its own activity without
reference to others. At the second stage, Parallel
Activity, children played with similar toys but did not
attempt to influence the activity of the children beside
them. They thus played alongside other children rather
than with them. As this play developed, it evolved into
Associative Play which contains conversation about the
common activity and borrowing of materials. At this stage,
however, children did not subordinate their individual
interests to those of the group. This sense of belonging,
or not belonging, to the group was experienced by the child
at the fourth stage of Cooperative Play. Play was now
goal-orientated, necessitated a division of labour and the
organisation of activity. Parten's research indicated that
solitary and parallel play, representative of the socially
immature child, decreased with age and conversely as the
child 'ages there is an increase in associative and
cooperative play behaviours.
It was not until the 1970s that a replication of
Parten's study occurred.	 Barnes (1971) discovered a
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smaller proportion of group-versus-individual play in his
older participants than Parten had found. Moore, Evertson
and Brophy (1974) studied the cognitive level of solitary
play in five-year-olds. They found that the cognitive
content of solitary play changed with age. By age five,
over half the solitary play of the children studied had
become goal-orientated and constructive in nature. They
thus concluded that since most solitary play appears to be
independent task-orientated behaviour which is functional
in school situations, it indicates maturity and not the
converse. A further rebuff of Parten's findings was made by
Roper and Hinde (1978), who disputed the sequential
developmental stages she had outlined. They studied
children aged three to nearly five and like Moore et al
(1974), found that solitary play, rather than being
indicative of social immaturity, may demonstrate that a
child has the self-confidence to play in this way.
In contrast to Parten, the child psychologist Stern
divided play into individual and social play, each of these
having sub-categories. Individual play included mastery of
bodily activities like running and jumping, mastery of
objects in constructive and destructive games, and
transformation of objects and people by impersonation.
Social play included games of imitation and fighting
(Millar, 1968, p.50). Imitation and fighting have been
considered by other researchers. Loud boisterous horseplay
which usually begins in the third year of age accounts for
thirteen percent of seven-year-olds' playground behaviour
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(Humphreys and Smith, 1984). Play fighting and chasing are
primary characteristics of this rough-and-tumble play which
is normally accompanied by laughter and screaming. Human
rough-and-tumble play appears to be quite similar to the
play of other mammals where they engage in a sort of play
fighting. This sort of behaviour was also studied in depth
by theorists such as Groos (1901) and Hall (1904).
Social development can even be said to be the basis of
our very existence. MacMurray (1961, pp. 58-59, 61, 76),
for example, has argued as follows: Infant behaviour is
governed by the intentions of the care giver - usually the
mother. Thus, human experience from the earliest stages is
a shared, or social, experience and hence in human life
there is always reference to another person. The first
knowledge which a baby acquires is knowledge of another
person. This person who communicates to the baby also
responds to its cries and cares for it. He concludes by
saying that:
"Any philosophy which finds itself required by
its own logic to ask the question 'how do we know
that there are other persons?' has refuted
itself... If we did not know that there are
other persons, we would know literally nothing,
not even that we ourselves existed."
Language is obviously a major component of a human
being's social development, but where does this language
come from? In answer, it can be said clearly that language
is learned, for each child grows up to speak the language
of his or her surrounding community. But who has the
greater responsibility for what is learned and the order in
which learning takes place: the child or the people in his
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or her environment? Although the controversy goes back to
classical times and perhaps even further, it was given new
vitality in recent years by Skinner's (1975) behaviourist
account of language learning and by Chomsky's (1959)
innatist response. However, there are, broadly speaking,
three positions.
The first should be recognised as an associationist or
behaviourist viewpoint (e.g. Skinner, 1957). It suggests
that the child begins learning language without any pre-
conceived notions about the result. Completely unbiased,
the child receives the stream of language and then, by
attending to what occurs in what combination, attempts to
discover the way the sounds form patterns or words and the
way words continue to make sentences. By matching the
occurrence of different language forms, the child learns
the ways language is used. These discovery procedures, it
can be argued, might be aided by the rewards and
punishments accompanying the early testing of discoveries
made. Parents are said to set up reinforcement schedules,
rewarding the occurrence of correct language and not
rewarding incorrect language. For example, if a child says
"milk" and is rewarded by the required cup of milk, this
will stimulate further discovery of object-naming or
object-requesting forms of language.
The second position - the rationalist or nativist view
- is the complete reverse of the first. Here the child
hardly has to rely on the external input at all (which in
Chomsky's view is fragmentary and distorted). Rather, the
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child is genetically endowed with a theory about the
structure of language. The learner is predisposed to
certain universal features of language and is able to work
out from just a few instances how the language of those
around him or her is organised. The actual nature of the
innate mechanism that allows such learning to take place
varies between different accounts. In an early form, a
language acquisition device (L.A.D.) was proposed (McNeill,
1966) that predisposed the child to recognise grammatical
categories such as noun phrases and verb phrases; other
less ambitious accounts have assumed some more general
predispositions for language. However, whatever the exact
details of the device, the development of language is seen
as independent of cognitive development and of the social
context.
A third position is that of constructivism. From a
constructivist position, the child actively discovers the
structures and functions of language by using general
cognitive abilities. There is no special pre-programmed
language mechanism, but rather there are general regulatory
mechanisms for learning that can be recruited for
linguistic ends when interaction between child and
environment makes recruitment necessary. For this
viewpoint, one needs to find a general cognitive theory
that will provide the source of language growth. The
popular candidate has been Piaget's theory.
Piaget (1967) contends that the initial structure of
language and the universal structure of its syntax are
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dependent upon the structure of action. He therefore
believes that the initial development of language follows
rather than leads his development of skill in action and
thought. A distinction is not evidenced in language until
it has been mastered in action. According to Piaget the
structures that characterise thought have their roots in
sensori-motor activities that are deeper than linguistics.
Piaget views language as being either egocentric or social.
His description of the pre-operational stages between the
ages of two and seven years emphasises the ego-centric
nature of the pre-school child's thought. The child's
egocentric speech is non-communicative in nature because it
is insufficiently adapted to the point of view of the
listener and is spoken for the child's own pleasure.
Piaget divides this egocentric speech into three sub-
categories - Echolalia, Monologue and Collective Monologue.
Echolalia is descriptive of the child's repetition of
sounds and words which is engaged in for its own sake.
Monologue refers to the child's tendency to talk to itself,
sometimes discussing out loud what is happening even though
there is no audience. Collective Monologue, unlike the
others, is directed at people. However, although the child
addresses these individuals, no consideration is shown for
their viewpoint and he/she is thus not communicating in the
true sense. Kohlberg et al (1968, p.704) said that
collective monologue was a running stream of commentary on
the self's activity to another person "who is neither
clearly the self nor clearly the other".
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Collective Monologue, like parallel play, gives
evidence of increased verbal interaction with others, and
is formative of discriminations between social and private
forms of communication. Piaget, therefore, concludes that
egocentric speech is an external manifestation of the
egocentricity of the child's thought processes. As the
child matures and acquires the ability to take another's
perspective into account his speech also becomes more
socialised in nature. The displacement of egocentric
speech by socialised speech occurs at about the age of
seven. This socialised speech is communicative in nature
and is consequently adapted to the viewpoint of the
listener. Egocentric speech and socialised speech are
viewed as extremities - the immature introverted
egocentricity of the former being replaced by the
communicative competence of the latter.
Piaget's stance was criticised by Vygotsky (1962), who
contended that language played a major role in the
acquisition of cognitive competence. He also outlined and
defended the rOle of egocentric speech to which Piaget had
attributed no set purpose. According to Vygotsky (1962),
words not only express thought, but they are also of
seminal importance for its formation. This view was also
expressed by Luria (1963) and Luria and Yudovich (1959).
Further to this, Vygotsky noted that egocentric speech is
simply that which is insufficiently differentiated from
social speech. Both exist in parallel and each is endowed
with its own function. 	 For Vygotsky, all speech is
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communicative. The difference lies in the child's ability
to differentiate between the self as listener and the other
as listener. He therefore contends that egocentric speech
represents the beginning of individualised thought. Its
function is not a socially communicative one but rather is
one of self-instruction and self-guidance for the child.
Briiner (1984) summarised his own work, which had been
built on the foundations above, by stating that stories and
dramatic play are the central and natural way in which
children move from the "here and now" uses of language to
the worlds of possibilities and interpretations which
underpin written language. He reminds us that early
language develops in a setting of human, social and
cultural concerns, functioning to get things done and
create social situations. These powerful features of
language, function and situation, are always present in the
dramatic stories and the personal anecdotes of daily life
and for the young child, oral story and anecdote therefore
become the main way of entering the "possible worlds" of
abstract thought.
The feature of children's thinking which emerges again
and again in recent research studies is the extent to which
it is context dependent. If the context makes sense to the
child, and if the tasks which present themselves in that
context enable him or her to use existing intellectual
skills, then he or she will display not only a high level
of competence but also the ability to extend those existing
skills to meet new challenges. However, a major problem
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that is raised by this feature of the child's thinking is
that much of the learning necessary in schooling requires
what Margaret Donaldson (1978) has called "disembeded"
thinking - thinking which is independent of context and
which thus requires the child to ignore the contextual
clues and concentrate on the language which is being used.
This is especially evident in the teaching of mathematics
and it has been offered as one explanation of the apparent
paradox of the mathematical knowledge most children seem to
bring to school with them and the difficulties so many of
them experience with school mathematics (Hughes, 1981;
Blenkin and Kelly, 1988).
Wells (1981, 1985a) concluded that books and stories
helped children ignore immediate context and allowed words
to create imaginary worlds (1985b, 1985c; Wells and
Nicholls, 1985). Wells (1985) found that stories were used
as bridges to abstraction and hypothesising in children as
young as twenty-five months. Indications that very young
children are able to handle abstract and complex ideas
through the medium of story and anecdote are also mentioned
by Donaldson (1978). She shares with Braner and Wells the
conviction that difficulties in learning arise when early
schooling demands that language and thinking be divorced
from actual situations and everyday human concerns.
However, stories and the talk and musings they stimulate
are one area in which young children already use words to
reflect upon ideas and the possibilities of experience.
Very young children in the process of doing these
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things can be encountered in the material collected by
Wells and Donaldson. Tizard and Hughes (1984) also looked
at children's thinking and story-telling. The group of
four-year-old girls studied were actively engaged in the
construction of stories which attempted to link the already
known to the new and puzzling, thereby integrating past,
present and future experiences. This thinking and
"languaging" shared with a caring adult was the dominant
feature of the girls' home-based waking hours and led
Tizard and Hughes to conclude that children are persistent
logical thinkers, actively involved in intellectual search.
This sense of children thinking at full stretch and
with surprising insight and skill suggests that a powerful
story-like mode of human thinking develops early. However,
it may be neglected and pushed out by too early a demand
for formal, abstract categories of organisation. Frank
Smith (1983) sees this potential conflict as a profound
issue in education. We may be trapped by the metaphors we
use to conceptualise our thinking. Thus, the manner in
which we think about the activities of the brain, and the
way we think about thinking, does have profound
implications for what we value and foster in both school
and pre-school (Smith cited in Whitehead, 1988).
Play with sounds for pleasure usually begins during
the first year of life, during the babbling stages (usually
between six and ten months). Verbal play with sound is not
acknowledged until the child's first intelligible word is
uttered - only then can he or she differentiate between
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speaking and making vocal noises. As the infant matures,
its pleasurable vocalisations accompany infant-parent games
in the form of tongue-clicking and popping noises. These
later include special sound effects (e.g. humming) to
accompany motion play. Between the ages of two and three,
these sound effects also encompass specialised noises which
are used to identify certain actions. For example, "num-
num" (eating), "bang-bang" (gun), "vroom-vroom" (car) and
so forth. The child's increasing physical development
allows him or her greater freedom of movement and this
results in a variation and extension of the use of words to
accompany the increase in motor activity. Johnson (1972)
cited the example of the child who sang "bee-bee-bee, lee-
lee-lee, dub-dub-dub" as he ran, while another child who
has just finished something chanted "now it's done-un-un".
This is the sort of chant which often accompanies the
constructive play of the two- to three-year-old (Johnson,
1972, cited in Garvey, 1977, p.64).
Such vocalisation is primarily enjoyed for its sound
and rhythm and the meaning of the words are secondary.
However this is not always so, as some children continue to
chant beyond the original "trigger" words and become
obsessed with sound exploration. Moyles (1989, p.36)
offers the following description of three four-year-olds in
a nursery class who are playing with sticklebricks:
Child 1 (to adult): I made a monster!
Child 2:
	 Look at my monster!
Adult:
	 Well, they're certainly very
frightening!
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Child 3:	 Mine's an Oozy-woozy monster!
Child 2:	 So's mine!
(All three children and the adult laugh)
There is a short pause, while a few additional features are
added to the monsters by the children.
Child 2:	 It's Loozy-Goozy as well!
Child 3:	 We've got Oozy-Loozy, Goozy-Poozy
Monsters!
This scenario is not so commonly found in pre-school
language interactions but could be described as playing
with language and words.
Cazden (1976, p.603) refers to the child's ability to
play with language as his or her "metalinguistic
awareness". This includes the child's ability to make
language forms opaque and to attend to them in and for
themselves". Cazden (1976) and Elkonin (1971) contend that
the child's metalinguistic awareness represents one of the
most essential pre-conditions for learning how to read and
write. In word play the child's attention is focused on the
means - on the intricacies of language and the variations
of words - whereas in normal communication situations he
concentrates on the intention or meaning of another's
speech.
After the age of three, social play with language
occurs, although this interactive language play tends to be
repetitive and structured in a predictive way. Initially
it includes play with rhyming words (e.g. toy/boy) and
duplication of words (e.g. doggie doggie); later play with
fantasy and nonsense emerges including the creation of odd
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proper names and silly common nouns (e.g. Nanny Banny).
This language play becomes more complicated as it develops.
Play with conversation also emerges. This is often in the
form of contradicting another's assertions, then supporting
one's stance or alternatively apologising for one's
original contradiction.
The sequential advancement and maturation of this word
play duplicates the developmental stages on the cognitive
front. Each advances from the random un-coordinated
activities and vocalisations of the young infant to be
structured, rule-governed behaviour by the age of seven.
As Elkonin (1971) has noted, the mastery of objective
reality is not possible without the connection being made
between activity and language.
To sum up, it can be seen that when people interact
with each other through language, the production of
grammatically well-formed sentences is not an end in
itself, but a means for acting in the world in order to
establish relationships with others, to communicate
information and to engage with them in joint activities.
Children are thus born into a community of language users
and their learning of language forms part of their
socialisation as members of that community. Acquiring
control of the complex patterns of their active language
is, therefore, on this second account, a matter of learning
how to do things with language - "learning how to mean", as
Halliday (1975) puts it. Through interacting with those in
their environment, children thus both acquire the resources
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of the language of their community and learn how to make
use of those resources in order to achieve a variety of
purposes in relation to different people in different
situations.
The scenario about monsters above, is essentially
about children talking and communicating in a meaningful
context - it shows not only language competence but also
the negotiation of shared meanings between the
participants. An enriched language environment at the pre-
school level is one of the ways in which parents can ensure
that their children obtain a "headstart" when they go to
school. Probably in no other way can the parents so
greatly influence the young person's future as in language
development which would seem to be almost entirely the
result of environment and not inheritance.
Without doubt, language plays a large part in
cognitive development and it is to the latter that this
review now turns.
Piaget (1962) contends that play is a form of
cognitive imbalance (Disequilibrium) between assimilation
and accommodation, where the former dominates. He argued
that although children assimilate objects, events, and
situations during their play, their explanation,
comprehension and consequent treatment of them is limited
by their existing cognitive schemes. For example, a very
young baby will smile if accidentally a rattle falls to the
ground and makes a noise. Although the baby enjoys this
happening it has no idea as to the cause. Some months
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later, the same child will realise that all that is
necessary is to repeat the accidental behaviour pattern in
order to be rewarded by the pleasant jingle. Therefore,
according to Piaget, play is a reflection of the child's
developmental level.
On the other hand, Vygotsky (1967, 1978) stressed that
the origins of play are motivational in nature. He
maintained that play is brought about by the tension that
exists between the child's needs and wishes and those of
society on the one hand, and its own inability to satisfy
these needs, on the other. Vygotsky stated that the child
creates "an imaginary, illusory world" (1967, p.15) in
which unrealised wishes can be realised. The existence of
this world allays the tension or places it in abeyance.
When the child plays in this imaginary world he represents
objects and events by means of signs, and thereby controls
the environment in which he lives. This, according to
Vygotsky, is the inherent cognitive element. By using
signs, the child retains elements of the real situation.
His representations are consequently a reflection of his
knowledge of the world and of his thought processes.
In contrast, Sutton-Smith (1966, 1967) referred to the
transformational nature of pretend play. He emphasised how
the "as if" process enabled the pre-school child to
transcend the constraints of the "here and now". It
allowed him to find new associations and relationships
between things and enabled him to apply these discoveries
to novel situations.	 According to Sutton-Smith, play
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"opened up thought" by facilitating a ref raming of
activity. Braner (1964, 1972a) also emphasised the role of
play in cognitive development. Like Piaget, he believed
that play was a reflection of the child's developmental
level,
"Growth depends upon the mastery of technique and
cannot be understood without reference to such
mastery."
[Braner, 1964, p.81
Like Sutton-Smith, he stated that play allowed children to
focus on means rather than ends, and enabled them to create
new combinations of actions which could then be applied to
other situations (BrUner, 1972a). According to Briiner, the
child plays with an object by fitting it into a variety of
action programmes. If handed a spoon, a young infant may
raise it to his lips, bang it on the table, shake it, and
then drop it to the floor. Play is therefore practice in
assembling pieces of behaviour into unusual sequences.
An analysis of the four theories of play outlined
above reveals the duality of the relationship between
cognitive development and play. In the first instance (ie.
theories exemplified by Piaget and Vygotsky), play is
viewed mainly as an expression of the child's quality of
thought, although repetition through this play enhances his
or her cognitive development. Secondly (i.e. the theories
of Braner and Sutton-Smith), it is seen as a behaviour
which promotes the child's cognitive ability and enables it
to move to higher levels of intellectual achievement.
These two viewpoints could also be termed play and
development, as distinct from play as development, or
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simply whether play behaviour is used as a dependent or
independent variable. However, these two strands of
research on play are not as divergent and conceptually
opposed as their titles would suggest. In effect, they
complement each other by together stating that although
play may promote cognitive growth, it is also a reflection
of the cognitive level achieved by the child.
One of the most important aspects of the theory of
play is Dramatic Play, and it has variously been endowed
with many titles - Symbolic Play (Piaget, 1926, 1954,
1962), Fantasy Play (Klinger, 1971; Smith, 1977), Thematic
Play (Feitelson and Ross, 1973), and Representative Play
(Feitelson, 1977). When children communicate with each
other verbally in a make believe theme, it becomes Socio-
Dramatic Play (Smilansky, 1968). Although much has been
written, the review of the available literature shows that
there is still uncertainty about the exact importance of
fantasy and sociodramatic play in a child's development.
This is paralleled by the range of viable theoretical
perspectives on these forms of play.
One school of thought, although at present times a
minority one, is that in fantasy play a child loses touch
with reality to an undesirable extent, failing to get to
grips with real difficulties in his or her environment.
According to this view, pretending that a block is a cake
does not help the child learn anything real about wooden
blocks, or cakes. This was the argument of Montessori -
the positive side of this thinking is the emphasis on even
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quite young children helping with real-life tasks, washing
real dishes and baking real cakes rather than pretend ones.
Piaget was influenced by the Montessori tradition, and
he also puts emphasis on the child's adaption to external
reality. Fantasy play (called "symbolic play" by Piaget)
is seen as a necessary stage of development, but one which
in general is a reflection of the child's existing skills;
assimilation rather than accommodation. Such play does
consolidate existing skills, and it can give a child
confidence in this, but it does not especially cause the
growth of new skills.
On the other hand, many theorists have seen fantasy
play as having a more direct and positive importance.
Freud and other psychoanalytic thinkers saw play as a means
of wish fulfilment, and of working through anxious or
traumatic events. This latter aspect, of the child gaining
mastery over anxieties and conflicts was continued by
Erikson, and has lain behind the development of play-
therapy techniques. Empirical evidence for the cathartic
or mastery theories of play is rather sparse.
Psychological theorists have, however, more often
emphasised the cognitive or creative aspects of fantasy
play. Vygotsky (1967) emphasised the distinction between
literal, and non-literal, thought and language in pretend
play, arguing that it therefore fostered symbolic and
creative thinking. Mead (1932) discussed how sociodramatic
play called on children to act out other roles and
coordinate with each other, and thus developed perspective
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and role-taking abilities.
Isaacs (1930) contended that the child used his or her
physical world to project his or her personal wishes and
anxieties through imaginative play. In this way, the child
could work out its inner conflicts in a socially acceptable
manner. Dramatic play served as the bridge which allowed
the child to progress along the continuum from subjective
and egocentric reality to objective reality and inquiry
into the real construction and function of its
surroundings.
Fantasy play seems to develop in a fairly regular way
as children get older. Piaget (1951) was one of the first
psychologists to describe this in detail, and since then
several other investigators have described the changes
which occur up to two and half or three years of age. The
earliest pretence behaviours are generally seen around
fifteen months of age. These are typically self-directed
behaviours - for example, Piaget observed his daughter
Jacqueline at this age lie down with her head on a cloth,
suck her thumb and blink her eyes (as if going to sleep) -
and smile. By two years of age other directed actions are
more common, such as putting a doll or teddy bear to sleep.
Pretence can also sometimes involve imagining an object
when no substitute object is present. This is possible for
three and four years olds, but it is easier still in middle
childhood. For example, when asked to pretend to brush
their teeth or comb their hair, most three or four year
olds use a substitute body part such as a finger; whereas
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most six or eight year olds imagine the toothbrush or comb
in their hand.
Pretence-play episodes also involve more combinations
as children get older - combining a number of objects in
play, or different actions on the same object (for example,
bathing, dressing and feeding a doll). As such
combinations and sequences develop, it is possible to talk
of role play, with a child acting out a rine such as
"mother". When two or more children role play together -
assuming either similar rOles where, for example, they are
both "witches", or different roles such as "mother" and
"baby" - then sociodramatic play develops (Smith, 1988,
pp.185-186).
The study of developmental changes in fantasy play
after three years of age has not been as intensive, but it
is fairly clear that sociodramatic play increases in
occurrence at least up to the age of five. Older children
engage in more r8le play than object fantasy play, and in
more socially interactive pretend play. However, after the
age of six or seven years, symbolic play generally becomes
less frequent as children engage more in rule-governed
games such as hopscotch, tag and football.
The work of Smilansky (1968), and others since, has
shown the possibility of enhancing the fantasy and
sociodramatic play of children in nursery schools,
playgrounds and kindergartens, by means of adult tutoring
ene
whim"' an adult (usually a teacher) actively interacts with
the children. This can involve either outside intervention
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or inside intervention. With outside intervention, the
teacher remains outside the play episode but provides
comments or encouragement; for example, saying "What are
you going to cook for supper?" to two children in the Wendy
House. With inside intervention, the teacher actually
takes a role and joins in the play; for example, saying
"let's pretend that we are washing dishes," miming the
actions, and perhaps assigning roles to the children.
Christie (1982) provides a readable account of how to
carry out and assess intervention in sociodramatic play.
He suggests that the six essential elements for a teacher
to work on are:
1. Imitative role play;
2. Make-believe in regard to objects;
3. Make-believe in regard to actions and situations;
4. Interaction with play partners;
5. Verbal communication related to the play episode; and
6. Persistence in the play episode.
When the child has been observed participating in play that
contains all these essential elements, Christie suggest
that play intervention should be phased out. As he also
points out, this sort of direct intervention is not
appropriate for children who are already engaged in high
quality sociodramatic play, where indirect stimulation via
vocabulary, props and theme ideas, are more relevant.
In the 1970s a large number of studies were carried
out, using what became virtually a research paradigm,
employing play-tutoring and comparing its effects with a
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control condition. These studies were mostly done in the
U.S.A., on kindergarten children from lower socio-economic
groups. The findings of some dozen research projects were
generally positive: play-tutored children increased in
social, cognitive and language skills, and creativity, more
than control children (see Lovinger, 1974; Saltz and
Johnson, 1974; Yawkey, 1979, for example).
Research has shown that the children who indulge
freely in good quality fantasy play and pretend play, the
children who are considered to be "high fantasises" and
spend a great deal of time in imaginative thinking (Singer
and Singer, 1977; Pulasti, 1981; Riess, 1988) have
greater tendencies towards being creative with materials
and situations. Such studies have also found that these
creative internal thinkers have better concentration, are
less aggressive generally, can tell more creative stories
with greater originality and more complex characters and
situations, and are more inclined to enjoy what they do
than children who are "low fantasisers" (Moyles, 1989,
p.73). These hypothesised benefits of fantasy and
sociodramatic play for symbolic thought, creativity and
social cognition have been echoed by later writers such as
Berlyne, Bateson, BrUner, Singer and Sutton-Smith. They
also encouraged the play-training studies discussed
earlier, which, as has been shown, give some support
(albeit strongly qualified by methodological reservations)
to these positions. Rubin (1980) considers that the primary
benefit of fantasy play may be via the increased peer
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interaction which it can bring about resulting in social-
cognitive growth; but peer interaction does not
necessarily take the form of sociodramatic play.
In contrast to the teaching of imaginative play
techniques, it is interesting to note that children of
their own volition start playing games with rules at a
certain age. This stage of their development is comprised
of organised, often competitive games. Children's
activities are structured along definite lines which
require participants to behave in a predetermined manner.
Piaget propounded that the chronological age of seven
usually heralded the emergence of this play. [Having
observed English children, Garvey (1977) noted that
organised play with games seldom appeared until they
entered kindergarten or primary school at the age of six.]
BrUner and Sherwood (1976) stated that games with rules
have their antecedents in the simple games of early
childhood (e.g. "pat-a-cake", "hide-and-seek", "blind-man's
buff"). Two distinct phenomena exist with respect to the
rules of a game. These are "The Practice of Rules" (i.e.
the way in which children of different ages effectively
apply rules) and "The Consciousness of Rules" (i.e. whether
children regard the rules of a game as something obligatory
and sacred, or as something subject to their own choice).
Piaget outlined four successive stages in the practice
of rules; the Motor Stage, the Egocentric Stage, the Stage
of Incipient Cooperation and the Stage of Codified Rules.
The first stage is characterised by individual play. The
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second begins between the ages of two and five and although
accepting outside rules to some extent, the child still
continues to play alone or with others without trying to
win. The third stage commences between the ages of seven
and eight. Children at this stage attempt to reach
agreement on the unification of rules and the question of
mutual control. Competition and some agreement emerge but
there is no assent about the rules in general. The final
stage of codified rules appears between the ages of eleven
and twelve.	 Details and rules of play are now well
established and accepted by all.
The area of consciousness of rules is sub-divided into
three stages. Stage one consists of rules which are not
yet coercive in character. The rules of the second stage,
which continue to occur up to the ages of nine or ten in
the normal child, are regarded as sacrosanct and
everlasting since they have been created by adults. By
stage three, rules are seen as mutually decided, but
changeable laws. Therefore, the cooperation, competi-
tiveness and comprehension, which are characteristics of
all games with rules, do not emerge until the stage of
Incipient Cooperation (age seven or eight).
In comparison to games with rules, it is interesting
to note that constructive play does not correspond exactly
to any of Piaget's intellectual levels. In fact it falls
mid-way between the Sensori Motor and the Symbolic
Representational Stages, and can be either assimilative or
accommodative. Assimilative construction would verge on
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fantasy play where the child creates fantastic models out
of lego, playdough and so forth, while accommodative
construction tends to approximate to external reality where
very accurate representations of houses and trains, for
example, are painstakingly produced. Millar (1968, pp.127-
128) says that although she is not aware of any studies in
the area, it seems likely that small humans, like small
chimpanzees, are attracted by very small objects
especially if they are shiny. Bits of fluff, crumbs on a
plate, small shiny stones and so forth are almost
invariably picked up. Millar also says that there is some
evidence that different senses may be of more importance at
one stage rather than another. For example, small children
explore objects by feeling and handling them, while from
the age of five or six examining by looking becomes much
more frequent except where something is completely unknown,
where they will revert to the earlier stage and pick it up
or touch it. It is important to realise that for the young
child many stimuli are completely new and hence they are
all equally attractive. Millar (1968, p.253) also says
that the fact that small children spend such a long time
manipulating and playing with objects is probably to some
extent the result of their much poorer "immediate memory
spans".
The amount of time that the pre-school child spends on
constructive play has been studied intensively. Rubin et
al (1976) estimate that at the age of three and a half
years, children spend forty percent of their play time in
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constructive activity, whereas this has increased to over
fifty percent for children aged between four and six
(Rubin, Maioni and Harnung, 1976;	 Rubin, Watson, and
Jambor, 1978). One of the major criticisms of this
research is that the results are inconclusive due to a lack
of standardisation regarding play materials and the types
of play which are included.
Another aspect of cognitive development is the ability
to perform creatively. Recent studies suggest that it is
through play and its correlates of toys and play materials
that creativity has a chance to flourish and burgeon during
the pre-school years. At its simplest, cognitive
creativity results in the production of novel, useful and
relevant ideas when the child is confronted with a problem.
Pellegrini (1985) and Popler (1982) suggest that there
are three common themes linking play to problem solving and
divergent thinking which involve the child in the following
process. Firstly, they undertake an initial exploration
finding out about the object or materials. Secondly, they
involve this object or material in experimental play. And
finally, the object or material is involved in symbolic
play which helps the child transpose its thinking from the
concrete to the abstract. Hutt (1966) puts this concept
more simply by stating that a distinction needs to be drawn
between exploration and play. Exploration, in her view, is
not play as it is serious, concentrated, and is aimed at
finding out details as thoroughly as possible. Only after
this intense exploratory phase is completed does play
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occur. In the first phase the child appears to ask the
question: "What does this object do?" and in the second
phase: "What can I do with it?". Now the mood changes,
becomes more relaxed, the actions become diverse and varied
and the child may laugh; this is what could properly be
described as creative play, but both phases in her view
have value for the child.
Many other researchers have linked the relatively
unconstrained nature of children's play with the
enhancement of problem-solving skills and innovative
behaviour. For example, Lieberman (1977) has positively
correlated teacher's ratings of children's playfulness with
their divergent thinking skills. And BrUner (1972a) noted
that play was a means of learning in a less risky
situation, which devoid of functional pressure was
conducive to experimentation. According to Guilford
(1959), the divergent thinker is adept in problems which
require the generation of several equally acceptable
solutions, where the emphasis is on the originality,
variety and quantity of responses. The convergent thinker,
on the other hand, has the ability to deal only with
problems requiring one conventional correct solution which
is easily obtained from available information.
To influence creativity, play must contain elements of
make-believe. As has already been referred to with respect
to symbolic and sociodramatic play, Dansky (1980) tested
this hypothesis by using two groups of children, who had
been categorised as "players" and "non-players". 	 This
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categorisation had been made on the basis of the extent to
which they exhibited pretend play in school. These
children were then exposed to one of three treatment
conditions - freeplay with several kinds of materials;
imitation of-models; or problem solving. On completion of
these treatment sessions, the children were given a test of
associative fluency, which measures divergent thinking.
The results of this "Alternative-Uses Test" substantiated
the validity of- Dansky's hypothesis. The free-play
treatment enhanced the associative fluency of only those
children who had previously engaged in frequent pretend
play in the pre-school. Furthermore, the children who
engaged in pretend play during the experimental treatment,
produced the largest number of different responses on the
"Alternative-Uses Test".
Smith and Simon (1984, p.204) agree that such results
appear to support the view that there is a general
superiority of play over non-play conditions evidenced for
divergent tasks, but warn that the methodology of such
studies is difficult to accept given the elusive nature of
the construct of play, let alone the relative ignorance
still existing on the effects of play (Smith and Simon,
1984, p.213). However, Vandenburg (1986, p.117) sees
children's play as a potentially valuable natural resource
that can be used to develop creative individuals who will
be the source of technological innovation so necessary for
our economic survival. He suggests that children's play is
the foundation for meeting society's future demands,
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demands upon which we can only speculate but which we can
be sure will need adaptability and flexibility in large
measure.
In concluding this chapter, attention must again be
focused on a number of important elements that include and
support play.
Among the first to write about play were Plato and
Aristotle. The latter wrote, for example, that man should
learn to "idle well"! (Brubacher, 1966).
In the seventeenth century, Comenius was the author of
the first children's picture book while Locke produced the
first structured apparatus. Rousseau propounded his
educational theories in his book Emile (1762) and provided
the vision for Pestalozzi who expounded much of what has
become modern pre-school theory. He concentrated, like
Comenius, on the home and described the good nursery
teacher as being like the "good mother" whose job was to
guide and encourage the children in an exploration of their
natural environment.
Under the influence of Darwin, comprehensive theories
of play emerged in the nineteenth century. Such as
Spencer's "Surplus Energy" theory, Hull's "Recapitulation"
theory and Groos' "Practice" theory.
Froebel, building on the work of Pestalozzi, founded
a pre-school movement which was to influence the education
of young children in the entire Western World. Montessori
again focused educator's minds on child-centred activity
and this was taken up by Piaget who for a time was head of
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the Montessori Society in Switzerland.
To Dewey, with his associate Kilpatrick, we owe the
"Project Method" of teaching and to Freud the notion that
the sub-conscious can be exorcised by play. Finally, BrUner
built upon Piaget's work and differed from him mainly in
the importance that he ascribed to others in the cognitive
development of the young child.
Specifically, the value of physical play has been
noted since the time of Plato, although its precise effects
were not alluded to until the first decades of this
century, when its importance in a physical sense was
appreciated by Montessori and the McMillan sisters. These
women were also aware of its role in the sensorial and
social education of young children. Further to this,
Isaacs (1932) emphasised the ability of gross muscular play
to release stress, whereas its role in intellectual
development was addressed by Piaget (1962).
The role of play in physical development was
approached by Groos (1898). He highlighted its ability to
promote growth, fitness, health and general well-being.
this view has been reiterated by Astrand (1963), Eriksson
(1971) and Brown (1980). Fortunately, this increasing
knowledge of the need for and value of play in a physical
sense, has been paralleled by an increasing awareness of
the limitations of society to meet it. The constraints of
the child's physical environment have been studied by Van
der Eyken (1977) et al while curricular shortcomings have
been looked at by Bailey (1972) and Brown (1980). Given
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Eriksson's (1971) finding that increased emphasis on
physical activity enhanced rather than detracted from
children's intellectual progress, a reappraisal of the role
of physical education seems merited.
Several reports from the Department of Education and
Science and Local Education Authorities in England and
Wales have shown the need to extend movement potential in
young children both with respect to fine and gross motor
control; the latter being a possible contributor to adult
heart disease while the former can affect the ability to
write, for example. Movement potential is all about self-
discovery. The laissez-faire approach to the teaching of
P.E. and the over concentration on the learning of skills,
like the catching of a ball, can also be detrimental to the
child's physical development. Finally, physical growth
cannot be separated from linguistic, social, cognitive or
any other type of growth - all are interrelated and
interdependent and one of the main failings in the past has
been to treat P.E. as something totally separate on the
curriculum.
Play undoubtedly affects children's social
development. Firstly, by imitating parental and sibling
behaviour and mannerisms, the child effectively integrates
itself into its family environment. Secondly, in the
broadest sense, it has cultural ramifications: children's
games are culturally determined and consequently act as
socialising agents. Thirdly, cooperative play with peers
enables the child to acquire the virtues of tolerance,
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patience and selflessness while simultaneously allowing the
development of self-control and independence. And
fourthly, social interaction with others is also seen as a
prerequisite for intellectual growth. Research on the
cognitive complexity of various types of social interaction
in play allows some tentative conclusions to be drawn.
In the first instance, there appears to be a non-
linear trend with age for solitary, parallel and group play
relationships in pre-school settings (i.e. the development
is not strictly from stage one, to stage two, to stage
three, as Parten suggested). It has been shown that
solitary play changes in complexity as the child matures.
Functional solitary play decreases, while there is an
apparent increase in constructive and dramatic solitary
play. Thus, solitary play is no longer seen as the most
immature area. Its place is now occupied by parallel play
which is viewed as an intermediary category between
solitary play as a social limitation, and solitary and
group play as differentiated options. Finally, it has
emerged that young pre-schoolers (aged two and half to
three and a half years) fluctuate between solitary and
group play situations. In this way, they emphasise their
social and cognitive maturity and their comprehension of
the other versus self-dichotomy.
Brdner (1975) shows the importance of mother-baby
interaction during the first twelve months of life, which
forms the basis of all future communication. Camaioni and
Laicardi (1985) found that the games between mothers and
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infants were repetitious and operated according to a
routine. Deprivation in these had serious later
consequences and Macmurray (1961) pointed out that human
experience from the earliest stages is a shared experience
and that without other people we would be nobody. Current
theories on language development are now clearly
emphasising the communicative aspects of language;
language simply cannot occur in a vacuum. It is about the
reconstruction of meaning and particularly the construction
of shared meanings. The communicative aspects of language
occur through every aspect of a young child's life. Long
before entering the world of school or pre-school, indeed
since its birth, the child has been part of a language
system at home which has emphasised the negotiation of
meaning through verbal and non-verbal channels. Studies
such as those by Tizard and Hughes (1984) and Wells (1985a,
1986) show plainly that this constitutes far and above the
greatest advantage of talk in the home situation, where
purposeful language occurs in a natural context and where
children themselves initiate language interactions which,
in turn, produce more child-orientated and appropriate
language use leading to greater language competence. Wells
(1985b) and Hall (1987) both emphasise the purposeful
nature of language in community and familial settings for
children where adults facilitate children's language
learning by responding to them as appropriate language
users.
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The behaviourist view of language acquisition (Skinner
1957) and Chomsky's innatist response, view learning in a
very different way. However, any view of the child as
either completely pre-programmed for language, or entirely
dependent on the environment for information on language is
neglecting the dynamic aspects of both the learner and the
language to be learned. Language should not be seen as
merely another item on the list of things to be learned.
Instead, language should be viewed as an aspect of learning
that can be used for the construction of thought; it can
both determine and be determined by cognition.
Furthermore, language should be seen as a problem to be
solved by children in the same way as are problems
concerning appropriate actions to be performed on objects.
To accommodate all these characteristics, the child needs
to be seen as a natural communicator, motivated almost from
birth by a need to engage in inter-personal communication.
What is more, language needs to be viewed not merely as an
abstract set of structures but also as something that is
culturally defined. More information is needed about
language events than about language structures, in order to
help explain how children (and adults) learn to do things
with it.
Piaget's (1962) delineation of the stages of language
development - Egocentric Speech and Social Speech - are
based on cognitive phases. According to Piaget, the
child's egocentric speech from the ages of two to seven
years, is non-communicative in nature and is an external
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manifestation of the egocentricity of the thought
processes. His theory was criticised by Vygotsky (1962)
who argued that language is of primary importance in the
acquisition of cognitive competence and that egocentric
speech represents the beginning of individualised thought.
Braner (1984) states that stories and dramatic play
are the central and natural way in which children move from
the "here and now" uses of language to the worlds of
possibilities and interpretations which underpin written
language. He reminds us that early language develops in a
setting of human social and cultural concerns, its function
is to get things done and create social situations.
Donaldson (1978) shares with BrUner and Wells the
conviction that difficulties in learning arise when early
schooling demands that language and thinking be divorced
from actual situations and everyday human concerns.
Donaldson also draws our attention to what she calls
"disembedded" thinking, which is thinking that is devoid of
contextual cues and which requires the child to concentrate
on the language being used. It was noted that this was
especially so in mathematics and could explain why the
mathematical knowledge concerning shape, size, weight and
so on that children start school with does not "connect"
with the abstract mathematics taught there (Hughes, 1981).
It would also appear that the child's play with
language is an essential pre-condition of future literacy.
Furthermore, language development, irrespective of whether
it follows or parallels cognitive growth, does promote the
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child's understanding and has a significant effect on
social behaviour.
The general consensus of opinion isolates the play of
infancy as being solitary, uncoordinated, self-orientated
in nature. Although uncoordinated, this play allows the
infant to assimilate objects, events and situations. In
this way, his or her schemata undergo frequent expansion
and reorganisation. Play thus promotes cognitive growth
and is also reflective of the cognitive level achieved by
the child.
The play of the pre-school child up to the age of
seven is characterised by make-believe or fantasy, together
with some constructive activity. At this stage the child's
play is becoming more coordinated in its physical
manifestations and more adaptive and cooperative socially.
Tendrils of moral reasoning are beginning to emerge.
Constructive play can be imitative and context specific, or
assimilative and idiosyncratic in nature. At the imitative
level it promotes fine muscular control, and allows the
young child to replicate aspects of the social world into
which he or she is attempting to adjust. At the more
complex level, this play is transformational in nature and
heralds the arrival of true dramatic play.
This dramatic play is based on the early symbolic
activity of the sensori-motor period. It has been endowed
with numerous virtues. First of all, it allows the child
to create an illusory world where tension is placed in
abeyance and the focus is on means rather than ends. Its
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transformational nature is said to "open up thought" and
allow the child to move from subjective ego-centricity to
objective reality. It also allows the child to practice
imagery, rehearse verbal skills, and work out his or her
inner conflicts in a socially acceptable way. Dramatic
play tutoring has been shown to increase intelligence
scores, enhance cooperative behaviour, improve problem-
solving ability and verbal skills.
Creative development in young children is linked to
their play toys and play materials. Firstly, the
unconstrained nature of children's object play encourages
exploration and experimentation. This, in turn, fosters
problem-solving skills and innovative behaviour. Empirical
studies relating object play to problem solving and
creativity have abounded. Their results indicate the
superiority of children who played frequently.
Creativity is also fostered by Symbolic Play. Recent
studies (Lieberman, 1966, 1967; Johnson et al, 1976)
indicate the existence of a positive correlation between
the pretend play of pre-school children and creative
behaviour. Symbolic play enables the child to transcend the
limitations of here and now, and thus leads to divergent
thought. Using two groups of children - one of which
played imaginatively - Dansky (1980) studied this
relationship. He found that children who exhibited pretend
play on a regular basis benefited more from free play than
did their counterparts (whose play was not pretend
orientated), as they demonstrated far greater fluency on
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the "Alternative-Uses Test".
It is consoling to note at this juncture that although
some children are not inclined to play imaginatively, they
can actually be tutored in this respect. Feitelson and
Ross (1973) studied the relationship between adult-imposed
imaginative play and creativity. Their results indicated
that the tutored children displayed higher creativity
scores than did the control groups.
It emerges therefore that object play which promotes
exploration, and dramatic play which fosters flexibility,
both enhanced creativity in young children. Curiosity has
recently been introduced into the equation as it is seen to
precede all play, but especially object play. Hutt (1970)
linked these three disparate elements by providing
empirical evidence supportive of a positive correlation
between curiosity, dramatic play and creativity in young
children's behaviour.
Finally, the importance of love and affection, the
level of maturation and the maternal style and surrounding
culture is of the greatest importance in the development of
the pre-school child. These will therefore usher in and




This Chapter looks at the research on early childhood
education in the Republic of Ireland and then moves on to
examine the research methodology of this present study.
The latter is considered with respect to the Target Child
Study, Informal Interviews, the study of the pre-school
environment, Brown's Interaction Analysis and the
Questionnaire Study.
Apart from the Rutland Street Project (mentioned in
Chapter Three, pp.56 and 57), and the studies that flowed
from it, there has been little research of significance in
the area of early childhood education in the Republic of
Ireland.	 One important study has been carried out by
O'Sullivan (1981). He looked at playgroup attendance,
family processes and perceptions of the playgroup as a
local resource in the seven pre-school playgroups organised
by the Cork Community Services Council in public authority
housing areas in Cork city. Using statistical analysis, he
found that over half the parents reported smacking their
pre-school child several times a week; that fathers
reported playing with or taking their child for a walk in
only one fifth of the families, while over half of the
mothers reported participating in the playgroup at least
once a fortnight (although interest varied); that the
parents considered the developmental function of the play-
group to the community to be the most important; and that
there were many instances of families where a child had
previously attended a playgroup displaying an improved home
environment with more children's books available and less
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television watching. He concluded that it is perhaps not
until the second or subsequent child attends the playgroup
that the full benefits of the playgroup experience are
realised in the home.
The other major research carried out has been
undertaken by Horgan (1987) and Dunlea (1990). Horgan
undertook her study in order to investigate the extent to
which the suggestions of the Primary School Curriculum
(1971), regarding the importance of play-orientated
activities at the junior infant class level, are being
implemented. Using an ethnographic research strategy which
was eclectic in nature, encompassing a target child
observational schedule, interviews, a study of classrooms,
and an interaction analysis system, she observed 150 four-
year-old children in fifteen primary schools in Cork city
and county. Her results showed that the children engaged
in highly cognitively stimulating activity for just 17 9s of
the total time observed and that traditional class teaching
was the most frequently observed instructional technique.
The responses to the nationwide questionnaire indicated
that the current high pupil-teacher ratio and the lack of
resources precluded the implementation of play-orientated
instruction. She concluded by challenging the attitudinal
and environmental restrictions of the present system, and
by giving directives for the future.
Having reviewed the literature on Montessori, Dunlea
set out to assess if, and to what extent, the Montessori
philosophy is being implemented in the Cork area. Using
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the Target Child technique, sixty children of three and
four years of age, in ten Montessori schools were observed
and the findings showed that these children were engaged in
cognitively stretching activities for 60% of the total time
observed. This finding contrasts sharply with Horgan's 17%.
However, the teacher/pupil ratio in the junior infant
classes was approximately 30 to 1 while in the Montessori
classes it was approximately 12 to 1. Dunlea's study
concludes by questioning the traditional system of primary
education in Ireland and suggests ways in which the
Montessori system could be incorporated into it.
Other noteworthy research on early childhood education
in the Republic of Ireland was carried out by McDonald
(1974) and Hayes (1983). McDonald considered the long term
effects of Montessori education and her research was
conducted in primary and secondary schools. It compared a
group of children who had attended Montessori schools with
a group who had not, but offered no insights into what
actually happened in a Montessori classroom. Hayes, on the
other hand, took a sample of day nurseries in the Dublin
region of the Eastern health Board and found out how they
were planned and run. 	 Her research looked at the
organisation and administration of the service; 	 the
personnel, the premises, the equipment; and records of the
behaviour of the children who attended. She thus
highlighted the activities which were most common in these
nurseries. She was basically concerned with disadvantaged
pre-school children in the Dublin area and whether the
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provision for them was adequate in the light of present day
research knowledge.
More recently, studies have been undertaken by
Stapleton (1988) and Pritchard (1991). The former looked
at infant education in the Irish primary school while the
latter concerned herself with children's play preferences
at home and at school.
The choice of methodological approach is fraught with
difficulty. For example, there are historical, comparative,
philosophical, sociological, psychological, interpretive,
interdisciplinary types of approach. But which is most
important? Which is the right one?
Hogan (1980), commenting on the favoured view of
Nisbet and Entwistle (1973) that a definition of
educational research should remove it from the category of
'pure' to that of 'applied' research, argues that there is
a strong assumption in that view that historical,
comparative or philosophical studies do not have a direct
relevance to any research that might aim to improve formal
education either inside or outside the classroom. He goes
on to say that this clearly is not the case and that the
extent to which educational research merely adapts the
procedures of the natural sciences limits such research in
a dramatic and drastic way.
Hirst (1983) has written extensively on his thoughts
concerning educational theory being a domain of practical
theory. He makes a sharp distinction between practical
theory on the one hand and theoretical knowledge on the
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other. The former, he says, achieves rational understanding
while the latter achieves rational action. He considers
that in education a full understanding cannot be arrived at
unless beliefs and values as well as research based on the
natural and social sciences are incorporated. He therefore
feels strongly that reasons as well as causes are part and
parcel of the education process. In essence, he sees the
sub-strata of educational theory as comprising all those
subjects that illuminate his theoretical base. The social
sciences, in particular sociology and psychology, help
rational understanding while history, philosophy and other
related subjects give insight into the rational principles
that lie behind them.
Educational theory is thus fundamentally different
from scientific theory and reducing the former to merely
those aspects concerned with sociology and psychology
obviously leaves out a lot. The matter is further
complicated by the fact that within psychology and
sociology, many traditional social scientists only consider
a structural functionalist type of approach. The sociology
of education which dates in Britain from the early 1950s
was initially carried out exclusively within this
structural functionalist paradigm.	 Education was seen
largely as the means by which society perpetually recreates
the conditions of its existence. Parsons (1961), for
example, sees social activity, including education, in
terms of its 'cohesion' and 'maintenance' of society.
Musgrave (1965) depicts the teacher serving in the school
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where he is at the centre of a complex web of forces which
act upon him from both outside and inside. Bernstein
(1975) contends that structural forces of society are
fundamental aspects of social reality. It is not
surprising therefore that Bernstein's work, and especially
his earlier work, was typified by large scale surveys of,
for example, student access to, and performance in,
schools. Also, since structure and function were seen as
paramount determinants, process was very much taken for
granted, and popular areas for study were parts of the
structure - social class considerations, ability, I.Q. and
so on. It is worth noting that many 'structural
functionalist' psychologists only considered a quasi-
laboratory type of approach where they believed that one
particular human attribute can be measured while all other
factors are held constant. The limitations of the
structural functional approach in the social sciences has
received much criticism in the last two decades.
Medley and Mitzel (1963, p.50) described the typical
researcher as someone who:
"...limits himself to the manipulation or
studying of antecedents and consequences... but
never looks into the classroom to see how the
teacher actually teaches or the pupil actually
learns."
Some would argue, of course, that the traditional social
science researcher does in fact enter the classroom with
questionnaire or rating schedule - but by concentrating on
the relatively few items contained therein what does he or
she omit? What does he or she fail to observe? The study
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of a large number of classrooms undoubtedly created an
enormous amount of numerical data for statistical analysis
but statistical analysis cannot always be equated with an
understanding of the complexity and diversity which makes
up the human situation as found in the classroom.
Stenhouse's (1980) analysis of the crucial differences
between the physical sciences and what he terms the "life
sciences", including education, is particularly relevant.
Researchers in the "physical sciences" study samples and
generalise the results of laboratory experiments to a
defined target population. The basis of their procedure is
control of the purity of samples in the conviction that
pure samples will represent accurately the behaviour of all
possible samples of pure substances subjected to the same
processes. But in the life sciences, purity of sample
cannot be controlled and so instead the range of variation
in the target population must be represented in the sample.
Therefore, the sample must be large and random since the
degree of error in random sampling can be calculated by
applying the mathematics of probability. Stenhouse claims
that the limitations of applying this approach to
educational research soon become apparent. Reviewing the
results of a large number of such studies he concludes that
solutions to educational problems which had been
established as the "correct" ones by the research did not
suit many of the situations to which they were applied. A
further point made by Stenhouse is that too much reliance
on traditional statistical research in the life sciences
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resulted in too much concentration on what is considered
"average" at the expense of the individual. He goes on to
explain that what is important in education is the
individual but that the common procedure in analysing
statistical data is to obliterate the individual by
considering averages and standard deviations from those
averages. The use of such techniques, he concludes,
conceals the evidence of individuals who are different from
the majority.
Research in the classroom can be considered to range
on a continuum from totally unstructured observation to a
highly structured category system. As indicated, the
latter have to date made up the bulk of educational
research in the classroom and it is there that criticism
has been focused. The more structured the test is, the
less the researcher has to infer but at the same time the
greater the concentration on specified behaviour to the
exclusion of all else. Ethnographic research (also termed
qualitative, illuminative, naturalistic - McDonald, 1970;
micro-ethnographical 	 Partlett,	 1969;	 and
anthropological) contrast sharply with the traditional
social science model.
Ethnographic research accepts that social science is
fundamentally different from natural or physical science.
The social sciences study human beings who think and who
attribute meanings, and these meanings account for the
complex variations in their behaviour - a complexity and
variety which no generalisations can accurately predict.
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The tradition of phenomenology within the social sciences
asserts that the social scientist cannot understand human
behaviour without understanding the framework within which
the subjects interpret their thoughts, feelings and
actions. Ethnographists deliberately make no attempt to
control or ignore "irrelevant variables". Therefore, a
sufficiently detailed record must be made to enable the
reader to reconstruct what has happened (Furlong, 1976) and
experience "a sense of event, presence and action"
(Kochman, 1972, p.12). To discover these latent and
manifest meanings of the subjects, the researcher needs to
adopt the techniques refined by the anthropological
tradition such as observation and participant observation.
The concept of ethnographic research had its origins
in the naturalistic, anecdotal records of children's
behaviour. in 1601, Heroard, a physician at the French
court, began a diarist account of the health and
development of the young prince. More than a century
later, Pestalozzi (1774) recorded his son's development.
No real interest was awakened in this area however, until
Darwin published his Biographical Sketch of an Infant
(1887). The publication of works by Hall: The Contents of
Children's Minds (1883) and Preyer: Die Seche der kindes
(1882), had set the stage for Darwin's work. Montessori's
philosophy emerged largely from her ethnographic research,
her own background in anthropology having attracted her to
the method. Piaget, too, used the basics of this approach
in recording the development of his own children (1969) and
205
in the 1930s Isaacs selected a sample of children and
painstakingly recorded the full range of children's usage
of language in their natural surroundings and over a long
continuous period of time. This alerted Isaacs to the
complexities of their thoughts and actions and
consequently, she advocated naturalistic observation to
compensate for many of the premature quantitative studies
which, during the previous decade, had tended to summarise
development "in a series of rating scales" (Isaacs, 1930,
p.6).
In spite of works such as those mentioned above, and
the recognition of the inadequacies of the approach by many
involved in research in the social sciences, ethnographic
research is only recently gaining in acceptability and
credibility. The 1960s - Smith and Geoffrey (1968);
Rosenthal and Rosnow (1969) - and particularly the 1970s -
Mcdonald (1970); Harre and Secord (1972); Wilson (1977) -
saw the emergence of this type of research in many areas
of the social sciences. In the 1980s the names of
Stenhouse and Bassey have become synonymous with this mode
of educational research. Bassey (1982) identified four
modes of educational research as follows:
1. Disciplinary Research (generalities): this type of
research seeks to establish general statements for the
purpose of developing theory in sociology, economics,
psychology, philosophy, etc.
2. Disciplinary Research (singularities): this is the
study of singularities for the purpose of developing
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theory in sociology, economics, etc.
3. Pedagogic Research (generalities): This type of
research seeks to establish general statements for the
purpose of improving pedagogic practice.
4. Pedagogic Research (singularities): this is the study
of singularities for the purpose of improving
pedagogic practice.
Bassey's analysis and classification is constructive and
valuable in that it refrains from comparing types of
educational research on the basis of their validity and
usefulness. Instead, there is an acceptance of the
validity of all four forms and Bassey points out that each
one is "useful" in terms of its stated purpose or
objective.
While Bassey accepts each of the four forms of
research outlined, he concludes that the only type of
research based on educational data which can hope to
contribute to pedagogic practice is pedagogic research into
singularities. This style of research has come to be known
as the "case study".
The Case Study is defined by Adelman et al (1977, pp.
139, 140) as "an umbrella term for a family of research
methods having in common the decision to focus an enquiry
round an instance". A shorter definition is offered by
Nisbet and Watt (Open University, 1974, p.73): "a
systematic investigation of a specific instance is case
study".	 It is not to be identified exclusively with
ethnographic research as this view would rule out
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historical case studies.
Cohen and Mannion (1980), in line with Bassey,
consider the ethnographic or case-study approach to
educational research and distinguish it by its
concentration on the individual or "micro" concepts as
opposed to the scientific which concentrates on society and
"macro" concepts. The case-study approach to educational
research focuses on observation and analysis of the
characteristics of an individual unit. For example, one
particular individual or one individual classroom. It
probes and analyses the multiplicity of phenomena that
constitute the life cycle of the unit. It concentrates on
all aspects of behaviour whether verbal or non-verbal and•
as Cohen and Mannion (1980) suggest, it considers
individual perspectives and personal constructs. The case-
study approach implies observational studies which may
include participant or non-participant observation or both.
The analysis of ethnographic evidence is a thorny
issue, one which researchers with more traditional callings
have long held up to ridicule. As they can be relatively
unstructured, ethnographic methods are open to much
criticism. The subjective presentation of data and the
flexibility of approach permitted by the absence of
standardised measurement tests allow critics to infer that
the results are prejudiced and unreliable. The method has
a number of inherent weaknesses according to Nisbet and
Watt (1974). Firstly, the results are not easily
generalisable, except by an intuitive judgement that one
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particular case is similar to another. And secondly, while
the observer has to be selective, his selectivity is not
open to the checks which can be applied in rigorously
systematic inquiries, but tends to be personal and
subjective. Hamilton and Delamont (1974, p.14) refute
these claims and maintain that:
"through the detailed study of one particular
context, it is still possible to clarify
relationships, pinpoint critical processes and
identify common phenomena."
Leaving these criticisms aside, it must be borne in mind
that subjective data may be pertinent to the research in
question and in any case purity of sample cannot be totally
controlled when dealing with the life sciences.
In response to the accusation cited above, Hamilton
and Partlett (1977) state that all research study involves
skilled human judgements and is thus vulnerable. This also
holds true for studies that handle automatically processed
numerical data. Such studies necessitate judgement in the
choice of samples; in the construction or selection of
tests; in the choice of statistical treatment; in the
relative weight given to different results and especially
in the selection and presentation of findings. In other
words, all methods involve some inference and some
structure. Wilson et al (1974) suggested that instead of
striving for unattainable objectivity, researchers should
accept the somewhat subjective nature of their findings,
and concentrate on alerting the reader to the nature of
this bias. Hamilton and Partlett (1977, p.18) stated that
the researcher who abandons the quantitative mode of
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research and uses interpretive human skills and insights,
thereby becomes an "illuminative evaluator". He thus:
"joins a diverse group of specialists like
psychiatrists, social anthropologists and
historians, by whom the use of interpretive,
human skills and insights is taken for granted."
While accepting and appreciating the freedom which
this statement allows the ethnographic researcher, every
effort must be made to avoid its abuse. The trained
observer must use a system of collection that takes the
sources of bias into account, while still sampling the
situation, and evidence collected must be reported in a
manner which allows the reader to validate and evaluate the
findings in the light of his or her own assumptions or
experience. Ethnographic research is not a standard
methodological package but is rather a general research
strategy. It consequently aims at being "both adaptable
and eclectic" (Hamilton and Partlett, 1977, p.13).
Eclecticism refers to an approach which uses a number of
different indicators to focus on a single research problem.
Denzin (1970, p.472) called it "multiple triangulation",
whereas Glaser and Strauss (1967, p.65) referred to it as
the collection and comparison of many different "slices of
life". To this end, the researcher is not limited in
research strategies. If one requires additional objective
information (numbers, facts, etc.) one is quite free to use
the traditional questionnaire methods of enquiry or
alternatively, documentary evidence.
Stenhouse (1980) favours the use of the word
"evidence" in this context since researchers consider the
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words "data" or "information" incomplete and incorrect as
they are evocative of material that is standardised at the
point of collection for comparison purposes. Having
collected this "evidence" an ethnographic approach involves
"evaluation as illumination" (Hamilton and Partlett, 1977,
p.6). This differs from the decision-making process which
would use the findings of its correlational studies,
analyses of variance and so forth, to prove or disprove
some a priori hypothesis or to draw certain conclusions.
This does not imply that the results of any questionnaire
etc., used in conjunction with a case study, are denied
subjection to the aforementioned statistical techniques.
The difference lies in the fact that the end results are
used to develop theory - which undergoes continuous
refinement in the light of any new evidence subsequently
collected.
The advantage of using triangulation techniques in the
social sciences is that they attempt to map out, or explain
more fully, the richness and complexity of human behaviour
by studying it from more than one standpoint and, in so
doing, make use of both quantitative and qualitative data
(Cohen and Mantion, 1980).
Much of the literature on ethnographic research
(Hargreaves, 1967; Jackson, 1968; Lacey, 1970; Woods et
al, 1977) suggests that if the researcher makes it clear at
the outset what he or she intends to do and how he or she
intends to use any information obtained, this will prevent
ethical problems arising. There are, however, problems
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with this approach. If the researcher is totally
forthright at the outset, it is possible that the
participants will be inhibited and their behaviour
abnormal. It was in consideration of this that this
researcher informed playgroup leaders that he was only
interested in studying selected children to see what they
said and did. More details of the research strategy were
not given.
The next problem concerns the extent to which
confidential comments and material should be written up and
disseminated. There is no easy answer, but the ethno-
graphic researcher is in a responsible position. There are
undoubtedly times when information, or evidence, must be
held back and this has occasionally been done in this
research. However, pre-schools by their nature do not deal
with confidential information (with the exception of
details concerning the children's parents which have not
been mentioned) and it is relatively easy to mask the
identities of participants where this is necessary.
It must be appreciated that although the ethnographic
case study is defined as the description and analysis of a
single situation, one must take account of the fact that
the context and background of the event is also important.
The research undertaken in the present study therefore uses
a plurality of approaches in an attempt to unveil the
activities which take place in Irish pre-schools.
It is essential to be aware of the different
approaches to research but it is equally essential to make
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a decision about the type of research to be adopted. To do
this in a balanced way, it is necessary to look back at
past studies of a similar kind.
An interesting American publication (Simon and Boyer,
1965) entitled Mirrors for Behaviour contained a collection
of schedules designed to collect observational data on
teachers and pupils. This collection included seventy-three
for use in the classroom but only seven of them have the
child as the target, as opposed to teacher-child
interactions. Of the latter, one of the most widely used
classroom schedules is the Flander's Interaction Analysis
Category System (F.I.A.C.) (Flanders, 1970).
A collection of British observational studies (Galton,
1978) shows that nineteen out of a total of forty are to be
used to study teaching at either nursery or primary level.
Galton uses a variety of headings to consider each schedule
and these in essence illustrate areas of key concern to the
classroom researcher. These include:
1. The coding unit;
2. The training method;
3. The time needed to train observers;
4. The method of data collection; and
5. The target of observation.
The book contains a wide range of observational schedules
designed for different populations and to answer a variety
of research questions. One schedule is similar to the one
used in the present study in terms of population and
methodology, but very different in the way in which the
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data is recorded. This schedule is described as:
"A system designed to describe and quantify the
timing of a child's experience in the infant
school with particular reference to literacy
activities."
[Raban, Wells and Nash, 1978, p.53]
The "state" of the target child is recorded as a
"description". There are twenty-one different codes in the
Description Category ranging from "reading game" to "talk
with teacher non-specific to activity" to "socially (as
opposed to educationally) relevant activities". The
schedule clearly defines for the observer what is of
interest for this particular study and does not suffer from
the vagueness or value judgements of earlier studies.
In the search for a method of collecting observational
data that adequately serves their needs recent researchers
have employed a number of techniques. King (1978), for
example, filled thirty-two notebooks with about half a
million words of notes made during nearly six hundred hours
with thirty-eight teachers. He very successfully utilises
his particular type of observation to record some aspects
of what happens in pre-schools and uses these impressions,
fairly detailed anecdotes, school records and reports of
discussions with staff to represent his case.
Other researchers have sought a more scientific tool.
Indeed, Hughes, Carmichael, Pinkerton and Tizard (1979)
produced a paper largely devoted to techniques and
methodological considerations. They attempted to record
children's conversations verbatim using an observer with
recording equipment. The children in the study wore radio-
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microphones attached to their clothing and the observer
provided a detailed account of the context and the on-going
activity of adults and target children.
However, these and other observational studies on pre-
school children by Cooper and Ingleby (1974) (who used
video cameras with microphones); McGrew (1972) and
Blurton-Jones (1972); Roper and Hinde (1978); Prescott,
Jones, Kritzcheresky, Milich and Haselhorf (1975) and
Tizard, Philips et al (1976) and many others do not provide
a suitable research framework for this study because they
lack reliability when used in other situations. Having
considered the above observational techniques and allowing
for the fact that the age group in question would not lend
itself to formal interview or testing procedures, it was
concluded that the schedule best suited to the purpose of
the research in hand was the "Target Child Observation
Schedule". This schedule was developed in Oxford by Sylva,
Painter and Roy (1980) for use in their observation study
of nursery school children which was one of several studies
undertaken by the Oxford Pre-school Research Group under
the directorship of Professor Jerome BrUner.
The schedule had the following advantages.
1. It had been specifically designed to observe young
children playing;
2. It offered a method of observing and categorising a
child's cognitive, linguistic and social development
simultaneously;
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3. It was ethnographic in nature and therefore allowed
for the inclusion of supplementary categories (in this
case, creative and physical development).
4. It allowed for the review of events in ways that
retained some of their complexity and unexpectedness -
despite this, its relatively high structure limited
inference;
5. The fact that it had been used in Oxford (England) and
was duplicated in Miami (Florida) with great success
(Sylva et al, 1980) allowed comparisons to be made
with those findings and with those of Horgan (1987)
and Dunlea (1990), mentioned earlier.
6. The schedule had validity and a high level of inter-
observer reliability.
It was not without much painstaking effort that the
target child schedule was developed. The research team
first considered the work of the pioneers in child
observation, such as Piaget, Montessori, McMillan and
Isaacs whose methods, while idiosyncratic, nevertheless did
attempt objective observation. They then made careful
records and presented them for public scrutiny. The team
also looked at the evaluative studies of compensatory pre-
school education, the best known example of which is the
American Headstart programme.
The target child method was considered a reliable
coding system by Sylva et al (1980). The range of scores
obtained by them, using the Kappa statistical test for
inter-observer agreement, varied between 0.75 to 0.92. On
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this basis, direct comparisons were made in their findings
with the oxford and Miami studies (Sylva et al, 1980) and
further studies in Oxford by Jowett (1981).
In the target child method, each child is observed for
approximately twenty minutes as he or she goes about his or
her normal pre-school routine. Twenty minute sessions are
generally accepted as a reasonable minimum for the
generation of pictures of classroom activity (Simon and
Boyer, 1969). In fact, the target child was also viewed
before and after this twenty minute period to give a better
idea of what context he or she was operating in. The
observation of each child was always unexpected and was
conducted on different days of the week and at different
times. Since it would be impossible to record and
categorise every course of action open to a child, the
target child method does select some guidelines to try and
mitigate this obvious unwieldiness. Observation requires
the following to be recorded (Sylva et al, 1980, p.40):
1. "The child's task;	 be it art or storytelling or
watching others";
2. "With whom he/she was doing it."
3. "What he or she was saying or what was said to him or
her."
4. "What materials were used."
5. "What programme was in force at the time of
observation, e.g. was it free play or group story?"
6. "Whether there were signs of commitment or challenge,
such as pursed lips or intent gaze."
A pilot study, which gave practice at observation and
coding, was carried out by visits to six Cork pre-schools.
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This pilot study confirmed that the material being
collected was codable. Initially, observations were
undertaken for ten minute periods and a record was made
each minute. A description was written of what the child
was doing and the social setting in which he or she was
doing it and any conversation that he or she was involved
in was also noted (see Appendix Three for a blank copy of
the observation sheet). As both familiarity with the
setting and confidence in the method grew, the period of
observation was extended to twenty minutes and a record was
completed every thirty seconds. A total of twelve randomly
selected children (six boys and six girls) were observed.
On the basis of this pilot study it was decided that
the thirty categories used for activity in the original
Target Child Schedule (Sylva et al, 1980) were not as good
as the adaptation and extension of the schedule by Jowett
(1981) in her research concerning the transition of
children from pre-school to primary school. Sylva et al
developed their schedule for basically one type of nursery,
whereas the research undertaken in this study looked at
pre-schools which ranged from the academic to the non-
academic. The difference in the two schedules concerns the
"Three Rs" which are represented in Sylva et al's schedule
by one category (Number 13) and in Jowett's by thirteen
categories. Jowett retained twenty-nine of the original
thirty categories. (The "other activity" category - Number
30 - was deleted). The forty-two categories presented
below were thus formed.
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TABLE ONE
The Forty-two Coding Categories for the Target Children
1.	 GM	 Gross Motor Physical movement, with fixed equipment (slide,
swing, climbing frame), with moveable equipment (tyre,
hoop, ball), with no equipment (running, jumping,
crawling);
2. LSME Large-scale moveable equipment, arranging planks, boxed,
tyres, ladders, etc., or building trains, dens, etc.;
3. PRE Pretending, with or without equipment or fantasy roles;
4. SVT Scale	 Version	 Toys;	 manipulating	 miniature
representational objects (doll's house, cars, etc.).
5. MAN Manipulation of unstructured materials: (sand, water),
arranging/sorting small objects such as buttons, bits of
paper, handling or fiddling with an object;
6. SSC Small-scale Construction; with lego, meccano, building
bricks, woodwork, paper.
7. SM	 Structured Materials:	 used in a structured way, e.g.
puzzles, jigsaws, shape-matching, pegboards.
8. ART Free expression creation:	 painting, drawing, pasting,
decoration, playing with plasticine.
9. MUS Musical activities: playing instruments, singing solo,
listening, dancing.
10. SP.1 Social Play: spontaneous informal games without rules or
structure (horseplay, giggling).
11. SP.2 Informal Social play: some structure or rules, sometimes
with a notion of turntaking or exploitation of a humorous
situation, not adult directed.
12. SINP Social Interaction Non-Play: 	 chatting, borrowing,
cuddling.
13. LAB Looking at books, showing interest, "reading" books.
14. LAE Looking at exercise books.
15. LAW Looking at the worksheet.
16. BR	 Blackboard reading/copying.
17. RA	 Reading aloud/being listened to.
18. ORA Other reading activity.
19. CW	 Copying workcards at teacher request.
20. SI	 Writing that is self-initiated.
21. TPA Tracing: letters, numbers, pictures.
22. OWA Other	 Writing	 Activity,	 including	 penmanship(peannaireacht).
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23. COU Counting: on fingers, objects, aloud.
24. WN	 Written number work.
25. ON	 Other numerical work.
26. EP.1 Careful examination of something: looking at a picture.
27. EP.2 Exploration: includes solving a problem.
28. AS	 Art Skills: adult-directed or determined art activities
designed to impart a skill (collage, cutting out).
29. SGM Social Gross Motor: rough and tumble, chasing and catching
others, milling around.
30. ALGA Adult-led Group Activity: story-time, singing-time,
rhymes, repetition of "Buntlis" (Irish language) passages,
music and movement, watching T.V., etc.
31. OP	 Other play: unclassified.
32. AAS Active Attention to Staff: actively watching any adult or
adult-directed activity, including answering the teacher's
questions.
33. AAM Active Attention to Mates: watching other children or
their activities.
34. AAE Active Attention to Events: looking around in general or
watching something specific.
35. WAIT Waiting: inactive because waiting for someone/something.
36. SA/ Aimless: standing around, aimless wander or gaze, not
ANG moving or looking towards something specific, off-task
behaviour.
37. CR	 Cruising: cruising from one activity to another rather
rapidly as if searching for something to do.
38. DM Directed movement: purposeful, towards someone/something,
including searching (or searching in schoolbag); lining up
in rows.
39. ONP.1 Other non-play; physical needs.
40. ONP.2 Non-play: group activity, milk-time, tidying up.
41. ONP.3 Non-play: distress, wanton destruction, defiant behaviour.
42. OG Organised Games: social play in formal games with
structure and rules not spontaneously made up but dictated
by adult or convention.
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Having categorised the target child's movements in
each half minute unit with one of these task code
categories, the observer's next task was that of
identifying with whom the target child was actually
interacting. This could include the pre-school personnel,
visitors, a child, a group of children or, as was often the
case, the child was seen to be in a group yet alone
(parallel play). As Sylva et al (1980, p.67) said:
"It can be seen that the activity code told us
what the child was doing while the social code
told us whom he was doing it with..."
Further to this, the number of utterances emitted by
the target child to others and the number they in turn
addressed to him or her, were noted under "Language Code".
The action, social and language codes guaranteed that the
target child's behaviour was recorded using small brief
time units and this allowed the observer to note what
exactly the target child was engaged in at any particular
moment. It also allowed the observer to see exactly when
one activity ended and another started. For example, the
target child who, having spent a minute playing with toy
cars, proceeded to represent them artistically using paper
and crayons was recorded as being involved in part of a
unitary theme and his or her activities were therefore
coded as forming one "Play Bout" identifiable by the red
line drawn horizontally across the coding sheet. This type
of coding allowed for the stringing together of related
activities and it also enabled preparations and discussions
on the part of the child/children to be included as an
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element of the larger theme.
The coding system was important to the observer for
the following reasons:
1. Since he was aware of the forty-two categories in the
procedure the possibility of omitting certain pieces
of activity as irrelevant was considerably reduced;
2. Coding, when completed immediately after observation,
meant that any details of the group not recorded were
easily recalled;
3. Calculation of mean length of the various behavioural
categories indicated which activities were most
conducive to sustained attention on the part of the
child;
4. The effect of the other children and/or the pre-school
leader(s) vis-à-vis the target child's concentration
could be assessed.
The aforementioned categories, however, while allowing
for precise and clear recordings of the child's actions,
did little in the sphere of "challenge". It was obviously
important to distinguish the more worthwhile features of
the child's play.	 Play was thus evaluated on the
"cognitive stretch" it involved. In the past, Lunzer
(1959), Tizard, Philips and Plewis (1976) et al have tried
to clarify the complexities of children's play mainly by
searching for "differentiated sequence" or
"transformation". Here the target child's play which was
judged as cognitively stretching was either sequentially
organised	 and	 elaborated or	 contained	 symbolic
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transformation.
Differentiated sequence concerns the stringing
together of several actions (or sentences) in a coherent
form. Each builds upon the one that precedes it. This is
in sharp contrast to a sequence of unrelated or repetitive
acts. Imagine a boy who just pushes a toy car to and fro
on the ground and contrast him with a child who carefully,
with chalk, draws the boundaries of his make believe roads
on the floor and who then sets up model bridges, level
crossing, traffic lights, zebra crossings and so on before
taking his toy car out for a run.
Transformation is seen most clearly in make believe
play. Children pretend that a cardboard box is a motorcar
or, when dressed up in their mother's or father's clothes,
that they too are adults with adult responsibilities.
Here, one object is made to represent another; one person
pretends to be another. This type of transformation
requires complex thinking which enables the child to treat
one object or person as if it were another while really
knowing the difference.
All the coded activities from 13-28 inclusive were
designated "high stretch by definition" and all those from
29-42 inclusive were regarded as "inscrutable" in terms of
their cognitive challenge. An assessment was made for each
observation in the codes from 1-12 as to whether these
activities were "high" or "low" level challenge. Such
assessment was made from the notes on the observation sheet
and was completed as soon as possible after the observation.
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An activity was scored as involving high cognitive
challenge when it was conducted with care and mental
effort, was imaginative and goal directed and carried out
in a systematic, planned and purposeful way. Low cognitive
challenge was where the child's activity was repetitive,
routine, conducted with ease and performed in an
unsystematic way with little planning or purpose.
When it was observed that a child was involved in
different tasks simultaneously then his or her main
activity was seen as the more intellectually demanding and
therefore the more important, hence his or her "deviant"
behaviour was disregarded.
As has been indicated, a record was also made for each
half minute of the child's social setting. The social codes
record whether a child was alone (SOLITARY), with a peer or
adult (PAIR), in a group interaction (GROUP INTER), or in
a group without interaction (GROUP PARALLEL). Careful note
was also made of any adult contact with the child being
observed. Where an adult was present, a note was made on
the obsrvation sheet (+ADULT) and where the adult and the
target child interacted, this was recorded (+ADULT INTER).
Where another child interacted with the target child it was
recorded (+CHILD INTER).
Language heard during the observations was analysed in
two ways. Firstly, every utterance relating to the target
child was written down and secondly, particular note was
taken of any "dialogue" or sustained conversation. As far
as possible, the words of each utterance were recorded as
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the content enabled a more accurate picture of the activity
to be made. Obviously this was not always possible and
then a note was simply made that language had occurred.
Eleven language codes were used:
The target child may have spoken to: (1) another child;
(2) the pre-school leader; (3) another adult; (4) him or
herself.
The target child may have been spoken to by: (5) another
child; (6) the pre-school leader; (7) another adult; (8)
the pre-school leader when in a group.
The target child may have spoken with: (9) another child;
(10) the pre-school leader; (11) another adult.
There are many facets of behaviour, and cognitive
functioning is only one, albeit an extremely important one.
Other categories were added to the target child schedule
for this research to provide at least some information on
these other dimensions.
A record was made, for example, of instances of
aggressive, submissive or helpful behaviour. Cooperative
behaviour was noted, with a distinction being made between
negative and positive "cooperation". When a target child
initiated contact with another child or children,
recordings of the type of contact were made. When the
target child made verbal contact with an adult, the details
were written down and a distinction made between the child
making a "chatty" comment, or a comment that was thought to
promote "learning".
In observations where the target child was seen to
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encounter difficulty, note was made of how he or she
reacted to that difficulty. If, for example, a child was
unable to do up a shoe-lace, he or she could ask for help,
leave it undone, become angry with the difficulty or
struggle with the lace and try and do it up.
The Target Child study grew from the focal animal
technique of Altman. Ethological studies of primates (e.g.
Altman, 1965) rapidly gained credibility in the 1950s and
1960s and proved that they had an important part to play in
the understanding of societies and interactions in species
which had complex behavioural patterns. Ethologists had
developed methods using principles that were attractive to
the researcher needing to deal with young human beings who
could not be extensively interviewed and whose behaviour,
when of particular interest, occurred in loosely structured
surroundings.
Categories for activities in the target child schedule
are carefully established and are relatively easy to
administer. The judgements a coder must make about the
cognitive challenge of an activity, for example, are made
on the basis of explicit, well thought out guidelines.
Despite these strengths, the problems inherent in a study
of this kind must be appreciated. The difficulties in
animal ethology (Hinde, 1959; Blurton-Jones, 1967) are
magnified in human ethology. Human beings are unique in
the extent to which they seek to control their environment.
A "basic" molecular study of human behaviour would need
more than fifty categories for facial expression alone and
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well over a hundred for behaviour generally (Grant, 1969),
and even using this detail, the motivational ambiguity may
distort the picture. Without reference to the environment
how do we know, for example, why a child walked to where he
or she did?
One can further criticise the focal animal technique
in that the equation of human behaviour with that of plants
or other organisms is considered by many to be of doubtful
efficacy. For example, Sockett (1976) contends that the
problem with plants is that they cannot conceptualise what
they are doing and that they are thus fundamentally
different from human beings who can. Hence, one cannot
explain what a human being is doing without taking into
account what he or she sees themselves as doing.
Every child in the pre-school is an individual and as
such interprets situations in an individual and unique way.
The child will attribute meanings and make idiosyncratic
sense of any single phenomenon. This action and reaction
accounts for the reality that is the pre-school. Since it
is these subjective and individual meanings which account
for the child's behaviour there can be, so the argument
goes, no universal laws governing it. However, this author
contends that before one can speak of "laws" one must be
aware of what children actually DO in a pre-school... it is
this much more limited objective which this research study
pursues.
Although the case study is defined as the description
and analysis of a single situation, and approximately half
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the total research time in this study was spent making
detailed records of individual children using the target
child schedule, it is also important as an ethnographicist
to take notice of contextual and background influences.
Therefore, in answer to the research questions posed in
Chapter One, and to the methodological approach outlined in
the first part of this chapter, this research necessitated
the use of a plurality of approaches. Within Cork city and
county these included an observational study; open-ended
interviews with and observation of pre-school teachers; a
study of the physical environment and layout of the rooms;
analysis of timetables in use; and finally, an interaction
analysis within the pre-school setting. Further to this,
pre-schools in the Republic of Ireland were randomly
circularised and the pre-school teachers were asked to
complete a questionnaire. From this, a comparison between
the pre-school facilities, attitudes and aspirations of the
pre-school teachers observed and those in the country at
large was possible.
The case study research took place over the academic
year 1985/86 and between February and June 1990. The
sample for Cork city and county consisted of twenty-four
"cases" including all types of pre-school except the Junior
and Senior Classes of the National Schools and the Naonrai.
The "cases" were divided into the following five
categories: the "Before Five Centre", Churchfield, Cork (2
cases);
	
Schools for Travelling Children (2 cases);
Community Playgroups (11 cases);	 Home Playgroups (8
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cases); and a Mother (parent) and Toddler Group (1 case).
The categories were chosen as they represented, in the
researcher's view, a good cross section of the pre-school
provision in the city and county.
The "Before 5 Centre" was chosen as a good example of
a Nursery School funded mostly by public money and, as
mentioned in Chapter One, there are only a handful of such
schools in the Republic of Ireland. The two schools for
Travelling Children are, at present, the only ones in Cork
city and county. The Community Playgroups are a random
sample of their type and therefore represent the total
population of such groups. The Home Playgroups are a non-
random, non-representative, sample of their type, and the
Mother (Parent) and Toddler Group represents an interesting
development which has yet to take off in the Republic of
Ireland. With the exception of the first category, all the
others come under the auspices of the Irish Pre-school
Playgroups Association. The "Before Five Centre", the
Schools for Travelling Children and one of the Home
Playgroups are Montessori schools.
During 1985/86 in Cork city and county there were
approximately two hundred home playgroups, thirty-five
community playgroups, six A.M.I. Montessori schools,
twenty-six St Nicholas Montessori schools and two schools
for Travelling Children. The community playgroups catered
for approximately seven hundred children and the home
playgroups for one thousand four hundred children. There
were approximately three hundred adults involved in
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playgroup provision. The number of children in any one
establishment ranged form less than seven to more than
thirty and the ratio of adults to children was
approximately one to eight (I.P.P.A., A.M.I., St Nicholas
Montessori and Department of Education statistics).
Before this research began, the I.P.P.A. National
Executive was contacted and asked for its approval of the
project. This was followed by a request to the chairperson
of the local Cork branch, Ms Helen Herbert, to consider the
matter, and in both cases the response proved affirmative
and enthusiastic.
Ms Joan Roberts, the full-time playgroup adviser for
Cork and Kerry, was contacted in September 1985 and she and
Ms Herbert chose a random sample of thirty-five home
playgroups and twelve community playgroups from the total
population of such groups in Cork city and county. These
were contacted in Ms Robert's name and asked if they were
willing to take part in the research study. All twelve
community playgroups (which included the Mother (Parent)
and Toddler group) indicated their willingness while only
eleven of the thirty-five home playgroups responded to the
invitation. Of these eleven, eight were in the affirmative
and three in the negative. Included in the eight was an
A.M.I. Montessori school. As the home playgroup sample was
thus rendered unrepresentative it was decided to continue
with them as individual case studies which would hopefully
give insights into their operation. In order to illuminate
the overall study still further, the pre-schools for
230
travelling children and the "Before Five Centre" were
added. By February 1990, the sample had been further
reduced by the closure of five of the home playgroups and
one of the community playgroups. It is perhaps of interest
to note here that the target child study conducted by Sylva
et al (1980) under the Directorship of Professor Jerome
Bruner did not use a random sample of pre-schools in Oxford
city and county. They sought, through their eighty-hour
study of nineteen non-randomly selected pre-schools, to
illuminate what was going on in the city and county at
large.
Those pre-schools willing to partake were written to
and asked if the researcher might come and visit them on a
date of his choice - a suggestion to which they all agreed.
During 1985/86 each group was visited twice with a further
visit to those that remained in 1990. With each group
session lasting approximately two and a half hours the
'5-"tgeresearch thus took place over one hundred and oixt .y qll
hours and involved in total some one thousand five hundred
miles of driving.	 One hundred and fifty seven target
children were observed for	 5,425 half minutes
(approximately 45 hours). The remaining 125 hours was
spent watching and questioning the pre-school leaders and
adult helpers, undertaking an interaction analysis,
watching and talking to the children, making plans of the
playgroup setting, listing equipment and generally
undertaking an in-depth ethnographic study of the groups
concerned. It is something of a privilege to observe in a
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pre-school and in return pre-school leaders were promised
a detailed account of the studies findings on its
completion. It was stressed that by using false names, all
the findings would remain anonymous. For this reason,
apart from the "Before Five Centre" and the Traveller's
schools, the names of the twenty-four "cases" are not
included in the appendices. However, a map of Cork city
and county, isolating the approximate position of the pre-
schools, has been provided to show their random
distribution (see Appendix Two).
It is of significance to note that none of the pre-
school personnel knew exactly what the research was about
apart from the fact that it was concerned with children's
speech and activity patterns. In similar fashion, they
were also not aware of which children were being observed.
This approach was necessary to ensure that the adults would
not possess information that would allow them accidentally
or otherwise to affect the outcome of the study by creating
a Hawthorne Effect. An attempt was also made to control for
the effects of an outside observer. During the pilot study
in six pre-schools which were not in the above sample, the
researcher had learned how to sit sideways and to be as
uncommunicative as possible with the children at the start
of each visit and had noticed that the children soon
learned to ignore him as did the adults. During each visit
the target children were selected at random, although an
equal number of boys and girls was sought, and details
concerning their dates of birth etc., were asked for at the
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end of the session. The activity sections of the completed
observation schedules were coded as soon after observation
as possible, using Jowett's forty-two categories. As the
Target Child Schedule uses unambiguous criteria for
assigning events into categories, different observers are
basing their responses on a common observation system.
Fundamental to this system of observation is high inter-
observer reliability, i.e. that the criteria used by the
observer for recording and categorising would be shared by
any other observers involved in the study. Individual
preferences and idiosyncrasies are thus minimised and this
aspect of subjectivity is removed.
Although high inter-observer reliability removes this
element of subjectivity, one cannot truly state that any
description is fully objective in that it does select from
the infinity of observations possible. It is limited to:
"a small fraction of the possible half-minutes
and fresh half-minutes are generated every minute
you read. This is the 'Tristram Shandy Problem'
and life takes longer to write than to occur."
[Sylva et al, 1980, p.208]
Nevertheless, this limitation is true of all recording or
observational techniques as they all involve an element of
selection. However, since only the coded records are used
for the numeric analysis in the Target Child Observation
Schedule, agreement in coding reflects similarity in
observing. In this way, high inter-observer reliability
endows the study with an element of objectivity. Inter-
observer agreement for this research was first measured
when an M.Ed. student, Ms Mary Horgan, and this researcher
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recorded and coded the same video-taped classes. Codings
from live observations in play groups and junior infant
classes followed. Subsequently, further coding was
undertaken by another M.Ed. student, Ms 'Riona Dunlea, and
this researcher. All these codings were compared using the
"Kappa Statistical Test of Agreement". This test,
developed by Cohen (1960), was also used to test the inter-
observer reliability of the Oxford and Miami teams of
investigators.
The Kappa Test measures:
"the proportion of agreement after chance is
removed from consideration.
Kappa = (Po - Pc) / (1 - Pc) where Po is the
observed proportion of agreements and Pc is the
chance proportion of agreements."
[Sylva et a/, 1980, p.2061
Unlike the Oxford and Miami studies, only one person was
involved in this research study. However, prior to the
commencement of any formal observation, agreement between
Ms Horgan and myself had reached 0.814 when based on the
first twelve activity categories while with Ms Dunlea the
correlation was 0.969. Subsequent random checks during the
official observation process showed a similar level of high
agreement.
Sylva, Roy and Painter describe the Target Child
technique as the first scientific method to discern a
child's "thought, curiosity or joy by merely watching him"
(1980, pp. 9,10). However true this may be, Brophy and
Good (1974) have criticised the observation technique
because of its failure to take account of the meanings
which participants give to their interaction and behaviour.
234
This danger can be offset by supplementing the research
with informal interviews. Obviously, the ages of the
children in this study rendered them unsuitable candidates
for the interview technique. Nevertheless, this researcher
felt that much useful information could be gleaned by
interviewing pre-school personnel. Burroughs (1971, p.98)
sees the informal interview as "almost the exact parallel
of the observation procedure". It has the advantage of
allowing the observer to check his study against the
account of other adults. Its usefulness to both teacher
and researcher is borne out by the experience of members of
the Oxford Target Child Study Group. Wood, McMahon et al
(1982), for example, describe the frustration of the
teacher who had members of the above group observing in her
class and who found it difficult to resist interrupting and
clarifying the situation. The teacher stated that while
the observer was recording the children's behaviour, she
kept wanting to get hold of her and say:
"Look, this is happening for a reason, things are
not this way by accident but because we feel
certain things should happen."
[Ibid., p.1351
It was thus decided to include informal open-ended
interviews in this study.
The informal interviews mostly took the form of
'chats' with the pre-school leader. They were conducted
during all three visits and at various times including
coffee breaks. After the first visit, and again after the
second visit, a list of specific questions which would
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clarify the situation was compiled. These, of course,
stemmed from the observations. However, when conducting
informal interviews there is always the danger of being
manipulative and discussing what one wants, to the
exclusion of matters that are of more interest to the
person concerned (Schmidt et al, 1970). Therefore, before
embarking on any of the interviews in this study, this
researcher felt that a prior knowledge of some of the "key
concepts" would be an advantage. It was decided that an
informal discussion on pre-school activities, play,R
methodology ar/d would achieve this. Ten pre-school
leaders, who were not involved in the sample chosen, were
approached. Their average experience of running a pre-
school was three years. Without any prior explanation of
the study, each member of the group was seen in private and
asked the following types of questions: What does the word
'play' mean to you? How would you explain the difference
between simple and challenging play? If someone said play
was a waste of time, what would you say? It was felt that
armed with such feedback, the chances of discussing items
which were perceived as of little importance would be
reduced. These "key concepts" (phrases) were subsequently
introduced into the open-ended interviews with the pre-
school personnel in the research study. It was hoped that
these phrases would act as a catalyst and would therefore
stimulate the pre-school leaders to discuss and clarify
their attitudes, theories, fears and dreams. The content
of these interviews was compared and contrasted later to
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see if some unifying themes would emerge and crystallise.
As indicated, these interviews proved to be an ongoing
process throughout each visit to a group. Whenever a pre-
school leader said anything, or whenever the researcher
asked a question, the answer or comment was jotted down on
the back of the Target Child observation sheets.
These interviews were relatively unstructured at the
beginning but the introduction of the "key concepts" did
introduce some slight direction. In many cases the pre-
school leader's answers and comments allowed cross-
referencing with something already observed in the group or
something already said. Above all, the open ended
interviews took account of the pre-school leader's goals
and sub-goals - the reasons why they did or did not do, or
say, things. This was further reinforced by writing in a
notebook any points which had particularly struck the
researcher immediately after each visit.
Information regarding the physical characteristics of
each group setting was gathered in four ways. Having
observed two target children during the first formal visit
to each of the twenty-four pre-school classrooms, the
approximate size, shape and location of each room was
recorded. This exercise was repeated during the third
visit during 1990 to see if any significant changes had
taken place during the intervening four years. Within the
room, the temperature, lighting, service points, and the
layout of furniture were all taken into account, as was the
availability of charts, toys, plants, posters, animals and
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so forth. After the second visit, the pre-school leader
was given a check list of pre-school equipment which was
part of a broader questionnaire (see Appendix Seven) and
was asked to post this to the researcher in the stamped
addressed envelope provided. This was again repeated after
the third visit in 1990. Thirdly, pre-school leaders were
asked if they used a timetable for the week's events and if
so, might it be copied down. In all cases this was granted
where applicable. Formal and informal timetables were
discussed with pre-school personnel on each of the three
visits. Finally, the style and method of social control
used by the leaders and other adults was observed randomly
during all the visits. In this manner, it was hoped to
glean a number of recurrent strategies which certain pre-
school leaders used.
To increase illumination with respect to the
interactions of pre-school leaders and pre-school children,
Brown's (1975) interaction Analysis (B.I.A.S.) was carried
out during a twenty minute session on the occasion of my
second and third visits to each pre-school. Brown's
Interaction Analysis is based on Flander's (1961)
Interaction Analysis (F.I.A.C.) mentioned previously. It
is a typical "A" type system where in this research a pre-
school session is reduced to the following categories:
T.L. Teacher describes, explains, narrates, directs.
T.Q.	 Teacher questions.
T.R.	 Teacher responds to pupil's responses.
P.R.	 Pupil responds to teacher's questions.
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These categories were "ticked off" on a time line display
sheet at five second intervals throughout the twenty minute
session and the percentage frequencies of each category
were later calculated. Further comments concerning what
was happening in the group at the time of the interaction
analysis were written on the back of each sheet.
In order to place the findings of the target child
study, the open-ended interviews, the classroom structure
and B.I.A.S. (all of which related to pre-schools in Cork
city and county) in a countrywide perspective, it was felt
that	 a	 questionnaire would provide	 valuable additional
information. Such a	 questionnaire	 would hopefully
illuminate the hopes, aspirations,	 attitudes and values
residing in the Nation's pre-school leaders.
Rusk was somewhat sarcastic when he wrote that
whenever an experimenter had a question to which he did not
know the answer, he put it to one thousand people who:
"not only did not know the answer, but had never
before even thought of the question. Thus, one
proposed to determine the truth on the basis of
collective ignorance..."
[Rusk, quoted in Burroughs, 1971, p.104]
It is generally believed, however, that a properly designed
questionnaire can elicit much truth through a process of
bringing together facts and attitudes and feelings of a
large number of persons. The validity of such a
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questionnaire depends on the questions that are asked, the
way that they are written and the questions that are left
out. The questionnaire for this study was compiled from
points which arose after an exhaustive study of the
literature coupled with items which resulted from the
aforementioned "open ended" interviews with the ten pre-
school leaders.
From these diverse sources the following range of
elements were included in the questionnaire:
1. The personal details, interests and experiences of the
pre-school leaders;
2. The leader's attitudes to the current theory of play
and educational practices;
3. The organisation of the curriculum;
4. The role of the leader; and
5. Details concerning the plan, materials and equipment
of the pre-school.	 (See Appendix Five and Seven for
copies of the pilot and final questionnaires.)
Section One of the questionnaire dealt with the
acquisition of general facts about the pre-school
leader(s), their age, marital status, qualifications,
experience and in-service training. This section also
asked questions about the pre-schools that they found
themselves in, the age and number of children and so forth.
Next, they were asked if they used a timetable for
organising their daily work. This was an attempt to
investigate Bernstein's levels of classification (see
Watson and Fischer, 1980, pp. 483-494). Classification, he
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says, concerns the boundary between different academic
subjects. Strong classification in the pre-school would
mean that activities would be taught entirely separately.
So, for example, all the children might play with
playdough; they would paint; and then they would listen
to a story. None of these activities would be related -
there would be no common thread running through them. On
the other hand, weak classification would be where children
used a variety of activities to represent a common theme.
For example, the teacher might read a story about Red
Riding Hood and the children would follow this by making
Red Riding Hood and the Wolf out of plasticine and/or
painting a scene from the story as they imagined it might
be. Finally, at the end of this section, the pre-school
leaders were asked about the seating patterns in their
establishment. This was an attempt to illuminate, to some
extent, their attitudes concerning Bernstein's notion of
"frame". "Frame" is considered by Bernstein to concern
both teachers and pupils and the degree of control over
what can be taught, and how and when it is to be taught.
Framing is said to be weak when the children have complete
choice as to what they do; For example, they can choose
any toy in the room and play with it. In contrast, strong
framing would be where the teacher dictated exactly what
happened - as, for instance, when all the children listen
to a story being read by the pre-school leader. Further
evidence concerning the "frame" was gleaned by concluding
with a frequency list of materials and equipment which the
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pre-school leader envisaged as beneficial and a question as
to how many times certain listed strategies or approaches
were used.
In Section Two, pre-school leaders were asked to give
their opinions on a wide range of pre-school topics. They
were asked about their preferences for educating young
pupils, the aims of pre-schools and their attitudes
concerning various aspects of play. Finally, section three
was open ended and concerned the pre-school leader's
thoughts on improvements in the administration of pre-
schools from a National point of view and a plan of their
school classroom.
When designing a questionnaire, two very important
criteria must be satisfied. These concern the 'validity'
and 'reliability' of that instrument. The reliability of an
instrument indicates whether it will produce the same
answer if used on successive occasions (given that no
change has occurred in the thing being measured). However,
an instrument could have perfect reliability but be of
little use if it is measuring the wrong thing. A highly
reliable instrument is always a valid measure of something
but that thing may not be the variable which you wish to
measure. Hence, an instrument must be both reliable and
valid for a stated purpose if it is to be of any use.
Burroughs (1971, p.74) lists three types of validity.
Content validity, Concurrent or Predictive validity and
Construct validity. Content validity is, he says,
essentially a matter of judgement. This judgement can come
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from the test constructor, his colleagues or other experts.
Whether this test is a comprehensive test of the facts and
attitudes concerning Irish pre-schools at large depends
upon the definition of pre-schools which has been made and
the adequacy of the sampling of all the possible pre-school
processes as set out in the five main categories above.
Concurrent, or Predictive validity, are often used as if
they were different when in fact no essential difference
exists. They both enquire into the validity of a test by
asking how well it correlates with some other test which
is regarded as a criterion. As no known test has been
produced in Ireland concerning the five categories above,
it is impossible to calculate a correlation coefficient of
Concurrent or Predictive validity. Construct validity is
a more recent notion and is of interest as it is concerned
at least as much with the theory underlying the test as
with the test itself. Here the researcher is expected to
hypothesise about the results of the questionnaire with
respect to the above five categories before it is sent out.
When the actual results are received, they are correlated
with the hypothesised results. A high correlation on all
items would show that the researcher's theories were
substantially validated. However, as this questionnaire is
a minor part of this research study it was felt that this
procedure was not justified.
A pilot study was carried out in the autumn of 1985
and the pilot questionnaire had a section on factual
matters, a section on attitudes and an open-ended section
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as described above. It had eighteen questions on the
former, fifty attitude questions and two open-ended
questions. The pilot had a sample of ten Cork city pre-
school leaders who were not chosen for the main research
study. In order to determine the reliability, the attitude
data thus gathered was subjected to the S.P.S.S.
(Statistical Package for the Social Sciences) programme on
the U.C.C. IBM mainframe computer. The Cronbach Split Half
Coefficient of Reliability on the attitude scale of the
initial questionnaire proved to be unexpectedly high at
0.81 (see Appendix Six for computer printout showing
Corrected Item Total Correlation etc., for the pilot
questionnaire). Having ensured reliability, the comments of
the ten pre-school leaders were of paramount importance.
It was felt that the questionnaire was too long and by
indicating which of the questions they felt to be most
important, the pre-school leaders helped in reducing the
total number of attitude questions to twenty-seven. Some
rewording of the factual questions took place in the light
of their comments and these revised questions were
incorporated into the final questionnaire (see Appendices).
The pre-schools to which this questionnaire was sent
were all under the auspices of the Irish Pre-school
Playgroups Association. They were selected by random sample
from a list of all their pre-schools in the Republic of
Ireland. The final questionnaire was submitted to the
I.P.P.A. National Executive in the autumn of 1985 for their
approval and this having been granted, they were sent out
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to one hundred pre-school leaders, with an enclosed stamped
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addressed envelope in early 19n. Unfortunately, there was
a very poor response rate as only thirty-nine people
bothered to reply. It was therefore decided to use their
responses as further illumination rather than statistically
representative variables. In an attempt to gain even
further insight, this questionnaire was also given to the
pre-school leaders in the twenty-four 'case study' schools
during the researcher's second and third visits in 1986 and
1990 respectively.	 Stamped addressed envelopes were
provided and all but two, on each occasion, replied.
In conclusion, this chapter surveyed existing research
in early childhood education in the Republic of Ireland
before reviewing the methods necessary to explore some of
the influences on children's creativity, learning, actions,
speech and social relationships while at pre-school. An
eclectic, multi-faceted approach was selected, the main
component of which was an observational study - the "Target
Child Observation Schedule". This illuminative method also
allowed for the study of the modes of behaviour and
attitudes of the pre-school teachers through open-ended
interviews, observation and an interaction analysis
(B.I.A.S.). A study of classrooms allowed an examination
of pre-school provision in twenty-four establishments in
Cork city and county. Most of the findings stem from these
schools, and the one hundred and fifty seven target
children therein who were observed in depth, but contextual
information was provided by a Nationwide questionnaire.
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The total time spent observing in pre-schools was one
hundred and seventy hours, involved approximately one
thousand five hundred miles of travelling, and took place
between the autumn of 1985 and the summer of 1990.
This researcher is convinced of the value of early
educational experiences and desires to find out what pre-
school experience in Cork city and county is like. It is
to be expected that some pointers for pre-school practice
will emerge and the research will lead to clearer





This chapter sets out to answer the research questions
in Chapter One. Section 1A presents and addresses the
findings concerned with Community Playgroups; Section 1B
those from the Mother (Parent) and Toddler Group; Section
1C Home Playgroups; Section 1D Pre-schools for Travelling
Children and Section 1E the three classes in the Before
Five Centre, Churchfield, Cork. Section 2 analyses and
contrasts the totality of these findings with those from
the literature, while Section 3 presents the results from
the nationwide questionnaire. Finally, Section 4 gives a
summary of the chapter. In keeping with the research
philosophy, the evidence is presented initially in as open
a style as possible to allow the reader to form his or her
own judgement.
The overall statistics for this research were as
follows. One hundred and fifty seven children were
observed for 5,425 half minutes (approximately 45 hours)
using the target child technique described in Chapter Five.
The remaining one hundred and twenty-five hours were spent
watching and speaking to the pre-school leader, or other
adults and children. The observation took place over the
period from the autumn term of 1985 to the summer term of
1990 and the researcher travelled over one thousand five
hundred miles by car to visit the chosen groups.
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Section lA - Community Playgroups
Introduction
Eleven community playgroups were visited, where a
total of seventy-eight target children were observed for
2,656 half minutes (approximately 22 hours) and the
remaining fifty-five hours were spent observing and talking
to the people involved. In general, each group was visited
three times - twice in 1985/1986 and once in 1990. All
those visited in 1985/1986 were still operating in 1990
except one. However, of the remaining ten, only seven
still had the same playgroup leader. Two of the groups
visited in 1990 had developed problems with obtaining
mothers for the rota in the intervening four years but the
rest usually had at least two adults present, thereby
satisfying the I.P.P.A. guideline for the staffing of
playgroups. The average age of the children observed for
the target child study was three years and ten months. The
oldest was six years and eleven months and the youngest was
two years exactly. The staff/child ratio was one to seven
overall. The best ratio was three adults to eight children.
The worst ratio was one adult to twenty seven children.
All twelve community playgroups that were picked out
of the hat by Joan Roberts and Helen Herbert responded
positively to the invitation to visit them. (As one turned
out to be a Mother (Parent) and Toddler Group, this had to
be treated separately and the findings from it can be seen
in Section 1B of this chapter.) In this sub-section the
findings of the target child study are presented in
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graphical form. Next comes a detailed study of the
community playgroup which provided the highest cognitive
challenge for its children, followed by the community
playgroup which provided the lowest cognitive challenge.
It concludes with a summary of findings.
It should be noted that in all cases the names of
children, playgroup leaders and others involved have been
changed.
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Findings from the Target Child Study
presented in Graphical Form with Brief Comments
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FIGURE ONE
COMMUNITY PLAYGROUP ACTIVITIES AND THEIR COGNITIVE CHALLENGE
(Time percentages calculated from 2656 half-minute units of observed behaviour)
III High Challenge by Definition
0 Activities 1-12 High Challenge
wi Activities 1-12 Low Challenge
12 Tidying Up/Lunch Time
0 Directed Movement
1111 Other Inscrutable Behaviour
M Active Attention to Mates
El Adult Led Group Activity
Hence:-
'Inscrutable' behaviour - cognitive challenge not assessable = 41%
Behaviour with a high cognitive challenge = 22%
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FIGURE TWO
COMMUNITY PLAYGROUPS: Percentage Of Time Spent By Target Children
In Each Type Of Social Setting.
(Time percentages calculated from 2656 half-minute units of observed behaviour)
1111 Large Group Parallel
Alone
M Pair
• Child & Adult Interaction
• Child & Child Interaction
• T.C. Spoke to a child
O T. C. Spoke to P.G.L.
O T. C. Spoke to Adult on Rota
• T.C. Spoke to itself
O T.C. Spoke to no-one
FIGURE THREE
COMMUNITY PLAYGROUPS: Types of Language Utterances Recorded During
Playgroup Activities.
(Time percentages calculated from 2656 half-minute units of observed behaviour)
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COMMUNITY PLAYGROUPS: Results of Brown's Interaction Analysis.
(Time percentages based on the computation of 3100 five-second time cells)
Teacher (PGL) Lectures
El Teacher (PGL) Questions








(Calculated from 2656 half-minute units of observed behaviour)
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Activities 1 - 42
A = Activities 1 - 12
High and Low Challenge
[Play Activities]
B = Activities 13 - 28
High Challenge by Definition
[3 R Activities]
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FIGURE SIX
COMMUNITY PLAYGROUPS
ANALYSIS OF ACTIVITIES 1-12
(Calculated from 2656 half minute units of observed behaviour)
HIGH CHALLENGE
Activities 1 - 12
Activities:
1. Gross Motor Physical Movement
2. Large Scale Moveable Equipment
3. Pretending
4. Scale Version Toys
5. Manipulation of Unstructured Materials
6. Small Scale Construction
7. Structured Materials
8. Free Expression Creation
9. Musical Activities
10. Social Play
11. Informal Social Play









ANALYSIS OF ACTIVITIES 1-12
(Calculated from 2656 half-minute units of observed behaviour)
LOW CHALLENGE
400 -
1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7	 8	 9	 10 11 12
Activities 1 - 12
Activities:
1. Gross Motor Physical Movement
2. Large Scale Moveable Equipment
3. Pretending
4. Scale Version Toys
5. Manipulation of Unstructured Materials
6. Small Scale Construction
7. Structured Materials
8. Free Expression Creation
9. Musical Activities
10. Social Play
11. Informal Social Play
12. Social Interaction Non-Play
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Comments on the preceding tables
The information obtained from these charts and graphs
is important. It shows that children attending Community
Playgroups in Cork city and county are occupied for most of
the time although only about one fifth of it is spent in
highly challenging activity.
A majority of the target children observed (43 out of
78) were able to concentrate for at least four minutes at
a time on either high or low challenging activity.
The child in this type of playgroup spends almost half
his or her time alone (45%). Only eleven out of seventy-
eight children observed interacted with each other for two
minutes or more consecutively. The target child remains
silent for almost four fifths of the session and only
eighteen out of the seventy eight children spoke for two
minutes or more during their twenty minute observation (see
Appendix Eleven).
From Brown's interaction analysis it is found that the
playgroup leader speaks five times as much as all the
children who speak to her put together and the time is
mostly spent in telling them things. Playgroup leaders ask
very few questions.
With respect to the pre-school curriculum, there are
very few 3Rs activities with manipulation, small scale
construction and structured materials making up the bulk of
the high challenge activities. There is a lack of
dramatic, artistic, physical and social activity at this
level.	 Low challenge activities are dominated to an
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extraordinary extent by manipulative activities such as
playing with sand and water, playdough, plasticine and so
forth. This surely could not be perceived as a balanced
curriculum for the pre-school child!
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A Detailed Study of the
Community Playgroup




This community playgroup is situated in a purpose
built building in a modern Corporation housing estate some
five miles from the centre of Cork city. The general
impression is of poorly kept surroundings which is
epitomised by the general disarray surrounding the caravans
of the travelling people who camp out on the "green" area
half a mile away. Most of this area was indeed "green
fields" ten years ago, but the balance of private and
public housing originally intended has not been achieved as
the latter now predominates. The families who live here
have mostly moved out from the inner city and facilities
such as shops are few and far between.
The centre houses two playgroups. One for three to
four year olds and the other for four to five year olds.
The plan of the latter which was observed during the two





















Plan of Community Playgroup No. 1 
as on 16 April, 1986 
Stacking trays







Key Statistics 1st and 2nd Visits 
COMMUNITY PLAYGROUP NO. 1
Date of First Visit: 4/11/1985
Date of Second Visit: 16/4/1986
Average age of target children observed
(1st and 2nd visits):
Staff/Child ratio in playgroup 
First Visit - 2/15
Second Visit - 1/13
Number of half minutes of target children
4 years 1 month
observed in total: 	 202
Cognitive Challenge
Play Activities 1 -> 12 High Challenge 30%
Play Activities 1 -> Low Challenge 9%
Inscrutable 48%




Pair + Adult Interaction 28%
Pair + Child Interaction 5%
Large Group Parallel 2%
Language Utterances by Target Child
T.C. spoke to Child 2%
T.C.	 spoke to P.G.L. 8%
T.C. spoke to Adult on rota 0%
T.C.	 spoke to itself	 (egocentric speech) 8%
T.C. spoke to no-one 82%
From the following page filled in by the P.G.L. in 1986 an
impression can be gained of the curriculum being followed
in this playgroup during the first and second visits.
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TABLE THREE
Availability and frequency of use of materials and
equipment in Community Playgroup no. 1 (2nd visit)
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An idea of this playgroup can be gained from the notes
taken on the researcher's second visit.
There are 13 children present.
From 9.30 a.m. to 11.00 a.m. there is free-play but
small groups are extracted to do writing in their copy
books (as they did during the first visit). Free-play
consists of water-play, sand-play, drawing with crayons and
playing with stickle bricks. There are a very large number
of "constructional toys" with few ordinary toys in
evidence.
At 11.30 a.m. lunch finishes and is followed by a
story.
"Who's going to tell me about the story? Who's in the
story?" The children all shout "The Mooney Fellow!".
"What was the Mooney Fellow's name? ... Sit down in your
chair!"	 The children all shout "He keeps whinging!".
"That's right, he keeps whinging." "What's his name? His
name is Eeyore. He's always giving out... he's always
whinging. Tell me about Winnie-the-Pooh. When Winnie-the-
Pooh went to Piglet's house, what happened?" One of the
children says, "They were looking for each other in
Piglet's house". "That's right. Now who can remember the
song? ... Excuse me Tara, it's not fair if you answer
because you have answered before. Now Tara, don't try and
shout me down. What part was Piglet singing?" A girl
says, "His ears are cold." "Piglet was singing one part
with one line. What was that?"	 A boy says, "Tiddely,
Tiddely". "That's right Martin ... Tiddely, Tiddely, Porn!
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... Now we'll all sing it together." They all sing, "The
more it snows, tiddely porn. How cold my toes tiddely porn,
are growing!." "Now we stopped at the part here." Mary
holds up the book so that the children can see the pictures
and starts reading. She "reads" very well... she doesn't
look at the book but tells the story in her own words while
the children look at the pictures. "Poo and Piglet Corner.
Eeyore got up this morning. Oh, my toes are cold...
Whinging!... Oh, nobody loves me!... Whinging! I'll think
I'll go and see Christopher Robin and see if he'll love me
just this morning... He ran out of the door and he saw
Christopher Robin. "Hello, Christopher Robin. Oh,
Christopher Robin, it's so cold." "Of course it's cold.
It's snowing" said Christopher Robin. "Yesterday morning
I decided to go out of my house and look for sticks. But
when I came back... some bold person is after taking it
away. So I'm cold... I can't go anywhere. Thank you very
much Christopher Robin." "Come on Ee Orr. Show me exactly
where your house is" said Christopher Robin. "Stop
whinging and hurry up." "What do you think is happening?"
Mary asks the children. Mary uses her eyes in a wonderful
and effective way and she has the children's complete
attention.
There are a very high incidence of questions which are
phrased in such a manner as to make the children think.
Mary uses "pausing" very effectively to control the
children, being a master in the use of non-verbal cues to
add extra meaning to her questions. She spends a great deal
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of time encouraging individual children to verbalise and
she has imposing discipline.
The mothers of the children pay two pounds seventy
five pence per week for their child to be in the large
group of twenty five children which is supervised by a
P.G.L. and an adult helper, or three pounds thirty pence
per week to be in the small group of fifteen children with
Mary (the P.G.L.) plus one mother on rota. The money the
parents pay is non refundable if their children do not
attend. The playgroups in this community centre cater for
eighty children per day. There is one group in the morning
and another in the afternoon. Both P.G.L.s work for two
rs
and a half house in the morning and two and half hours in
the afternoon.
Mary has a B.Ed. degree from St Patrick's Training
College in Drumcondra, Dublin. She formerly spent three
years teaching first and second year classes in primary
schools in Dublin and now earns approximately five thousand
pounds per annum for a twenty-five hour week. Her
conditions of employment are such that she works harder and
has far less security and is much less well paid than a
primary school teacher. She does not get paid in the
holidays. The committee give her (although she says they
don't have to) some money to tide her over Christmas but
the summer holidays are a big problem since she is a single
parent and has to stay with her little boy, Ross.
The playgroups are run by a committee which is elected
from the total of nearly forty mothers. They were given an
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initial grant of eight hundred pounds from the Southern
Health Board to buy equipment five years ago. They receive
an annual grant of £300 to buy more equipment, pay for
heating, lighting and other incidental expenses, and they
raise extra money through cake sales and so forth. She is
happy with the equipment she has and there is good central
heating.
Most of the fathers of the children are unemployed
(about 906). Quite a lot of the mothers have managed to
find jobs as domestic helps, however. It is usual for the
father to come and collect the children from play school.
Mothers are let off the rota when they are six months
pregnant. At the age of twenty-four many of them already
have four or five children - "like steps of stairs", Mary
says. Once the child leaves, its mother usually ceases to
have anything more to do with the playgroup. Nevertheless,
those who do have their children there mostly turn up to do
their turn on the rota. Mary wishes they wouldn't because
she finds many of them are more of a hindrance than a help!
In her experience, they usually try to stop their child
from doing things and create a tension which would not
normally be there. If these mothers did not take their
turn on the rota, the other mothers would become annoyed.
The community playgroup as a whole has managed to
persuade the mothers not to send their children to the
primary school until they are five. This isn't perhaps so
surprising when you consider that the reception class in
the local primary school has 48 children in it! Mary
herself has no contact with the teachers in the primary
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school although she has heard that they know about her!
She wishes that there was a much greater liaison between
the playgroups and the primary school and that children
could transfer much more easily from one to the other.
However, in her opinion, this is highly unlikely until
there is a significant change in the primary curriculum, as
taught, towards learning through play.
Mary herself believes in structured play. The
children do not choose at all. They are given equipment to
work with. She found that when they were allowed to choose
equipment, they just flitted from task to task. Her
biggest problem last year was that the children covered the
entire range from 3 to 5. She found that the three-year-
olds wanted to copy the five-year-olds but were not able
enough to do so. Now they split the ages and she has the
40
older children in her group of 15. The younger ones goAthe
group of 25 and "move up" when they are old enough. Older
children want to play with each other much more than
younger ones. Four is much too young to be sent to primary
school, she feels. Sometimes when the children are engaged
in waterplay or sandplay, she notices the children talking
together (two are allowed to do these activities at a
time). She also notices that if she intrudes, the children
stop talking altogether so she tries to stay clear of them.
They make up their own little games which the presence of
an adult ruins.
Mary would very much like a video for the children but
she knows that it is not within the bounds of possibility
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as it is so expensive. She would like to be able to show
the children tapes of Sesame Street, for example. At the
moment she would most like a better liaison and
understanding with the local primary school. Playgroups,
she feels, are not accepted in society. You try and do
something with the children but you get no credit.., you
are not recognised.
In essence, Mary believes that it is her job to
prepare the children for primary school but she is deeply
concerned about what happens (or what doesn't happen) when
they get there.
In a letter sent to the researcher, she says that:
"A lot more could be achieved by children
attending a playgroup if the educational system,
i.e. the junior level in national schools and
playgroups, was restructured. But one has to
work within the system that exists, for the
benefit of the child. To create a playgroup
environment that is totally contradictory to that
which the child will encounter on entering junior
infants in primary school would be of no benefit
to the child at all. Therefore, one has to take
the best of both systems and try and work within
that structure."
Summary
Mary is an exceptional playgroup leader. She achieves
much with the children and her structured curriculum is
based on a philosophy which she has developed through
reflection on the nature of education. The children are
organised into groups to undertake various activities and
thus they gain in skill and confidence in each area. She
is a superb storyteller who ingeniously extracts
information from the children by questioning them before,
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during and after the story is told. Hence the language
development of the children is extremely well catered for
in this and other ways. She is deeply concerned about the
transition from playgroup to the reception class of the
primary school where she feels that the numbers are too





Abridged notes taken on 22/5/1990
TABLE FOUR
Key Statistics - 3rd Visit 
COMMUNITY PLAYGROUP NO. 1
Date of Visit: 22/5/1990
Average age of target children
observed:	 3 years 11 months
Staff/Child ratio in playgroup:
	
2/20
Number of half minutes of target children
observation in total:	 72
Cognitive Challenge
Play Activities 1 -> 12 High Challenge 6%
Play Activities 1 ->12Low Challenge 14%
Inscrutable 39%




Pair + Adult Interaction 10%
Pair + Child Interaction 22%
Large Group Parallel 22%
Language Utterances by Target Child
T.C. spoke to Child 10%
T.C.	 spoke to P.G.L. 3%
T.C. spoke to Adult on rota 1%
T.C.	 spoke to itself	 (egocentric speech) 1%
T.C. spoke to no-one 85%
The questionnaire which I handed to the P.G.L. on my visit
in 1990 was not returned.
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Mary is no longer with the playgroup as she had to
travel the fifteen miles from her home town and found that
it was too expensive.
The three to four year olds were observed on this
occasion.
There were twenty children present with a P.G.L. and
one adult on rota. The P.G.L. is a young girl who has
recently completed a one year pre-school leadership course
in the Cork School of Commerce.
The mothers are on rota approximately once a month.
The parents now pay three pounds fifty pence for five
mornings or afternoons per week to send their children to
the playgroup. The P.G.L. earns eighty pounds for a
twenty-five hour week. After "deductions" this gives a
take home pay of sixty nine pounds and she is not paid
during the holidays. There are twenty-five three to four
year old children on the roll for the morning session and
twenty-five on the roll for the afternoon session. There
are fifteen in the four to five year old group and this now
only functions in the mornings as there is no longer the
demand to run it in the afternoons as well. The afternoon
session was closed after Christmas and this has resulted in
a reduction of their grant from the Southern Health Board
from twelve hundred pounds per annum to nine hundred
pounds. The extra five three to four year olds that the
community worker from the Southern Health Board has
squeezed into her sessions make a big difference according
to the P.G.L. Twenty-five children are much more difficult
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to handle than twenty, she says.
The following abridged transcript from the research
notes gives a good indication of the activities engaged in
by the children.
At 9.54 one boy and one girl are playing with wooden
bricks. Two boys are playing with cheap lego. Two boys
are playing with a Fisher Price garage. One girl is
playing with a Pony-P. Three children are threading beads
with the adult helper. Two girls are painting. One boy is
playing with water in the sink and the rest are wandering
around.
At 10.56 the P.G.L. starts getting the mugs ready for
the children's lunch. She uses three big bottles of Kiaora
orange juice. One little girl in a red cardigan has been
playing with "Pony-P" for almost one and a half hours.
Every now and again she yawns - does this mean that she is
bored or just tired?
At 11.04 a girl is crying but she soon stops as the
adult helper comes across to comfort her.
At 11.05 a girl takes animals out of a box and puts an
elephant on the table together with a lion and a horse. The
cow which comes out next has moveable legs. She arranges
the legs so that the cow can lie down. She then tips the
entire box of animals out onto the table. She picks each
of them up and arranges them in a row - with all the
animals laying on their sides (sleeping?).
At 11.10 it is Tidy Up Time! Everybody has to put
everything away. The bits of puzzles are fitted back into
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their cut-outs, and so on. All the children are given pink
paper and a crayon and while the P.G.L. sings "Round and
_ Round, Round and Round", the children make circles. Then
they all bash their crayons up and down on the pink paper
and subsequently they have to bash the crayons up and down
in time with the P.G.L.'s rhythm. Finally, they turn the
paper over and do a picture for their mothers.
At 11.20 there are prayers before lunch followed by
lunch. Just before prayers, all the children have to put
their heads down on the tables and there is complete
silence. Cups of orange juice are given out by the adult.
The P.G.L. goes round and gives out the biscuits. One
little girl also goes round with another box of biscuits.
Summary
This playgroup leader is young and inexperienced. She
is trying to cope with too many children. There is no
"structure" to her curriculum and the children in her group
are not being stretched unless they do it themselves. The
47% of high challenge activity in the "Key Statistics" is
almost an aberration! There is also a high chance of
someone injuring themselves on account of a lack of general
discipline.
Conclusion
With Mary's departure, this playgroup has suffered a
grievous loss. The highly stimulating environment which
she created is no more. This has been reflected in the
reduction in demand for her four to five year old group
which is now only operating in the mornings. The parents
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have mostly decided that their children will now be better
off in the reception class of the local primary school even
though this still has very large numbers in it.
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A Detailed Study of the Community Playgroup
which provided its children with










This Community Playgroup is located in a school. The
schoolroom is rented from the National School for boys
which is run by the Christian Brothers and is surplus to
their requirements because of the falling inner city
population. The plan of the converted classroom in 1985/86
was as follows:
FIGURE 9




























Key Statistics 1st and 2nd Visits 
COMMUNITY PLAYGROUP NO. 2
Date of First Visit: 28/11/1985
Date of Second Visit: 17/4/1986
Average age of target children observed
(1st and 2nd visits):
Staff/Child ratio in playgroup 
First Visit - 2/21
Second Visit - 3/20
Number of half minutes of target children
3 years 6 months
observation in total:	 161
Cognitive Challenge
Play Activities 1 -> 12 High Challenge 0%
Play Activities 1 -> Low Challenge 39%
Inscrutable 61%




Pair + Adult Interaction 34%
Pair + Child Interaction 6%
Large Group Parallel 25%
Language Utterances by Target Child
T.C. spoke to Child 6%
T.C.	 spoke to P.G.L. 12%
T.C. spoke to Adult on rota 1/2%
T.C.	 spoke to itself	 (egocentric speech) 1/2%
T.C. spoke to no-one 81%
From the following page filled in by the P.G.L. in 1986 an
impression can be gained of the curriculum being followed
in this playgroup during the first and second visits.
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TABLE SIX
Availability and frequency of useof materials and
equipment in Community Playgroup No. 2 (2nd visit)
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This playgroup is warm! It has proper central heating
emanating from the school boiler house. The children appear
to be much more lively than in most other groups. During
the first visit from 10.00 a.m. to 10.45 a.m., the
playgroup leader and an adult helper sat at separate tables
entertaining approximately seven children each. The
remainder of the children ran around freely. Some of the
children were making cups of tea and stew in the Wendy
House. Others were playing with lego and so on. On the
second table with the adult helper they were playing a game
in which a dice is thrown and the children take a circle
and match it to one on a card in front of them. The
research notes continue:
At 10.45 the chairs are moved and a large group of
children are sat in a semi-circle. There are sixteen
children in this group while a small group of five is with
the adult helper. The playgroup leader places a bucket of
water in the middle of the large group and produces fishing
rods. Each child in turn leans over the bucket and the
children all clap when each child catches a fish. In the
meantime, two mothers have come in and offered to stay but
their offer was declined by the playgroup leader and both
left - one of them with her child.
Break finished at 11.30 a.m. and a third mother looked
in for a few minutes and then left.
At 11.35 conversations take place between the P.G.L.
and the children - these snippets give an idea of what was
said: The P.G.L. says "Anybody know what day it is today?"
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There are various suggestions from the children. "Go back!
Don't pull your chair in like that!" "Now the next one that
takes off their shoe will have to go home without it!"
"Put your hands up and I'll ask you one by one." "No we're
not talking Humpty Dumpty, we're talking about the weather!
Now it was very slippery when you came in today." Later,
they all sing "A sailor is the one I love".
At 12.00 noon the children are all lined up by the
door in their coats.
The second visit followed much the same format except
that there were more children crying. The research notes
indicate that:
At 10.20 Colin was crying because he was frightened by
a bigger boy!
At 10.28 another boy is crying. He has hit his head
on the door frame of the Wendy House. At 10.34 a toddler
belonging to the adult helper falls over and cries and at
10.45 another boy is crying as he has also hit his head on
the sill of the Wendy House door!
At 11.06 Paul is crying because he is unhappy. His
crying ends up in a spate of coughing. The P.G.L. gives
him biscuits to calm him down. Paul proceeds to throw the
biscuits at the other children and the P.G.L. shouts at him
and he starts crying again. His mother arrives; she has
been to a meeting, and rushes across to calm him down.
Meanwhile another child, frightened by all this activity,
also bursts into tears!
There are 25 mothers whose children have been, or who
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are presently, at the playgroup. These elect eleven of
their number to the committee who appoint a chairperson,
secretary and treasurer. The committee serves a further
function in that it allows mothers who otherwise would not
have met to make new friends and get to know one and other.
Recently they have organised cookery classes for the
mothers in the local community centre. They have a "feast"
at Christmas (chicken supper) which over 400 people attend
and which realises a good profit. They also have door-to-
door collections which are carried out by the mothers. All
the mothers come from the local community except one -
Patrick's mother. It costs the mothers two pounds fifty
pence to send their children to the playgroup. The rent
which the committee pay to the Brothers is 250 pounds a
year which includes heat and light. There are 25 children
and two mothers on rota at any one time. The Southern
Health Board make them a small grant each year and the rest
of their money comes from fundraising.
Eileen says that her biggest difficulty at the moment
is Patrick - he disrupts the whole group, although he has
only been there for three weeks. However, she admits that
he behaves better when his mother is on rota although she
concludes that it would be preferable if he were not in the
group at all!
She feels that the children talk more when they are
playing with playdough. Cooperative play is particularly
encouraged when they play with lego, blocks, sand and
playdough.
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The children have to be three in order to come to the
playgroup, although as a special favour they may take
someone on who is slightly younger. Eileen says that she
has one such girl at the moment who is as bright as a
button.
The children usually start National School when they
are just four. Some parents ask for her advice about when
their child should start school while others do not.
Occasionally parents send their children to the playgroup
until they are five. However, the local national school,
the convent girls' primary school and the boys' primary
school which they are in, are all competing for the
available children. The parents have tried to persuade the
Brothers to take girls but the Brothers do not want to
annoy the convent primary school. Since the Brothers
allowed them to have the playgroup in their empty
classroom, they have managed to recruit almost all the boys
who attend. The Brothers' reception class now has over
thirty in it, whereas before the playgroup started intfheir
school, there were only six.
Eileen knows Mrs Murphy in the reception class
extremely well but she does not know any of the reception
class teachers in the other schools.
She varies her routine each day although the basic
pattern of free play from 9.30/9.45 until 10.15/10.30 and
lunchbreak from 11.00/11.30 remains constant. She does not
believe in water play as it is too messy and she rarely
uses sand for the same reason.
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She would love to have another room so that she could
split the group up into older and younger children. She
says that the girls in particular love to learn and she
could let them do far more if she could put them in a
separate room. At the moment she and they are distracted
by the boys. If one boy rushes around, he is followed by
the rest. Boys, she feels, are very different from girls
in their behaviour and learning characteristics. Equipment
is not terribly important, she says, because you can always
improvise, but another room would be nice.
About one quarter of the fathers of the children in
the playgroup are unemployed.
During the second visit on 17/4/1986, everybody went
for a walk after the lunchbreak from 11.30 - 12.00. All
the children lined up in pairs. The small boy with glasses
held one of the girl's hands ("great lovers", says Eileen!)
and all set off with Eileen at the front, one of the rota
mothers in the middle and the rota mother with buggy and
the researcher at the rear. The Brothers have a complete
farm in the middle of a densely built up area. The group
walked along the roads round this farm and saw cows and
tractors, picked dandelions and daisies and saw a ploughed
field with the birds swooping down to pick up the worms.
Apparently, upon occasion, they have been to the piggery
and seen the pigs, although the group did not go on this
day. Eileen says that when they did go, it was always the
smell which everybody remembered although they also showed
great interest in the piglets being fed by their mother!
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Mothers are allowed off only about two weeks before
they have their baby and are expected back shortly after
the birth with the new baby in the pram - it is parked in
the corner of the playgroup. Luckily, they have good
heating, says Eileen!.
Eileen has spent a total of eight years as playgroup
leader although only the last three and a half have been in
this playgroup. She is thirty-five, a mother with two
children and has completed a St Nicholas correspondence






Abridged notes taken on 30/4/1990
TABLE SEVEN
Key Statistics - 3rd Visit 
COMMUNITY PLAYGROUP NO. 2
Date of Visit: 30/4/1990
Average age of target children
observed:	 3 years 6 months
Staff/Child ratio in playgroup:	 4/20
Number of half minutes of target children
observation in total:	 72
Cognitive Challenge
Play Activities 1 -> 12 High Challenge 	 0%
Play Activities 1 -> Low Challenge	 57%
Inscrutable	 43%




Pair + Adult Interaction	 8%
Pair + Child Interaction	 13%
Large Group Parallel 	 7%
Language Utterances by Target Child
T.C. spoke to Child	 14%
T.C. spoke to P.G.L.
	
0%
T.C. spoke to Adult on rota
	
1%
T.C. spoke to itself (egocentric speech)
	
3%
T.C. spoke to no-one	 82%
From the following page filled in by the P.G.L. in 1990 an
impression can be gained of the curriculum being followed
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Availability and frequency of use of materials and
equipment in Community Playgroup No. 2 (3rd visit)
- 291 -
Eileen is still the playgroup leader and she is helped
by two mothers on rota. There are twenty children present
with eleven girls and nine boys. As on the last occasion,
the group went for a walk after the lunch break which took
from 11.30 a.m. to 12.00 noon. Unfortunately, everyone had
to walk round the streets which were full of city traffic
because the Brothers had sold their farm for housing
development. Although each child walks holding hands with
another and there were four adults, counting the
researcher, it is not easy to keep control of them all as
they keep stopping to look at ladybirds, pick up leaves,
and so on. When they see a ladybird they get down on their
hands and knees to look at it. When walking, it is very
difficult to keep the children going at the same speed -
some tend to lag behind. Crossing roads is obviously
difficult. Even keeping the children on the pavement can
be tricky and all the time the city traffic roars past.
Eileen says that the school which lets them rent a
room has gained enormously from the playgroup in terms of
boys recruited. This has caused some ill feeling with
other schools who are competing for the same children.
Twenty-five children now attend each morning, while a
later session (12.15 - 2.30 p.m.) caters for a further
twelve who could not be accommodated at the earlier time.
This second session started for the first time after
Christmas 1990 as a lot of young people have begun to move
back into the inner city again due to escalating transport
costs. All 37 children and all their mothers are going on
an outing to Trabolgan holiday camp in County Cork next
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week. They can bring their friends with them and over one
hundred people will be going in total! They have hired two
54 seater buses and they are holding a draw to help pay for
the outing.
Conclusion
Eileen is a dedicated playgroup leader who is working
in a well run and well equipped playgroup which has an
enthusiastic group on the committee. This playgroup is a
real focal point for the community and allows young mothers
the opportunity to meet each other and to escape the
loneliness and isolation that looking after young children
can so often bring.
The curriculum, as taught, has many strengths. The
children for the most part are happy and engage in a
reasonably wide variety of activities. However, over-
emphasis on games which often means that the children sit
passively while the adult effectively "entertains" them,
does not provide them with opportunities to improve their
concentration nor does it stretch them cognitively. Eileen
also seems to interpret these games as "structured
activities". But notice how in other areas this playgroup
is superior to the previous one - Community Playgroup No.
1, for example, the target child spoke to the playgroup
leader for 12% of the time during the first two visits
which compares favourably with Mary's 8%. The children
spent 30 of their time alone as against 51% with Mary and
they interacted with adults for 34 96 of the time as against
28% with Mary. The children's language is therefore being
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developed which will help them when they go to school but,
surprisingly for a Montessori trained teacher, their
cognitive abilities are not.
Comment
Mary, as a P.G.L., managed to raise the level of high
cognitive challenge activity engaged in by her children to
43% of the total time. Eileen, on the other hand, revealed
that her children engaged in no highly challenging activity
at all during three visits to her playgroup.
Nevertheless, with respect to social activity,
Eileen's group was the better in the sense that the
children spent less time alone. The only major difference
between the two under this heading was that Eileen's group
spent much more time in large group parallel activity (25%
as against 2%) whereas Mary's group spent much more time
working in pairs. The children in Mary's group spoke less
to other children and adults than in Eileen's group.
The following table illustrates the differences in
curriculum content between the two groups. The information
is taken from the questionnaires that were given to the two




Comparison of the best community playgroup and the worst
community playgroup with respect to the cognitive challenge
offered to the children.
The following differences were noted from the Questionnaire filled in
by the Playgroup Leaders in 1986.
Community Playgroup Number 1
[43%. of High Challenge
Activities]
Community Playgroup Number 2
[No High Challenge Activities]
1. Sink and water play
equipment used very
frequently.
1. No sink and water play
equipment.
2. Sand and Sand equipment
used very frequently.
2. Sand and Sand equipment
seldom used.
3. P.E. equipment:	 bean
bags, balls, beams, ropes
used frequently.









playing on their own)
used sometimes.
5. Games with pre-determined
rules	 (e.g. hunts, relay-
races, tag) used
frequently.




6. Observational walks and
visits seldom used,
6. Observational walks and
visits used frequently.
7. Make believe and drama
used very frequently.















Summary of the Findings from Community Playgroups
There is a rich diversity of provision within the
community playgroups of Cork city and county. Almost
without exception, there is a desire by those involved to
make them function. Enthusiasm and hard work characterise
them all.
However, there is an enormous discrepancy in terms of
their physical provision - some of them are cold, damp and
dangerous for small children while others are in very good
purpose-built accommodation. The grants given by the
Southern Health Board are awarded on an "ad hoc" basis and
in servicing them a lot seems to depend upon the
responsible community social worker. In one community
playgroup, for example, the community social worker had not
visited them for the first twelve months that he was in
office and the number of children attending had dropped to
three! The previous social worker kept a closer eye on
things and had been much more helpful in .actively
recruiting children for the playgroup. The change in
community social worker in another community playgroup
between 1986 and 1990, saw the building of an extension,
the reduction of the number of children in the playgroup
from 27 to 19 and the creation of a committee to run it,
which included a wide span of community interests.
The normal pattern of curriculum activity is for the
children to spend the first hour in free play, choosing
what to do themselves, followed by lunch. After lunch,
organised activities are engaged in and all the children
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are involved in these as a group. For example, the P.G.L.
could read a story to them all; there could be organised
games; they could play with playdough as a group or there
could be painting and so forth. There are, however,
exceptions to this rule, such as Community Playgroup No. 2,
where the children spend most of their time in organised
activity with little devoted to freeplay. It is important
to note that, as in the third visit to Community Playgroup
no. I, children of this age will often choose cognitively
stretching activities if left to their own devices!
The curriculum, as observed, is limited largely to
manipulative activity, small scale construction and
structured materials which can provide high or low levels
of challenge to the children concerned. In addition, a
significant amount of low level art activity is engaged in.
There is, given the observation schedule used, a lack of
gross motor movement, playing with large scale movable
equipment, pretend play, scale version toys, cognitively
stretching art activity, music and different forms of
social play.
The most important variable in providing a highly
stimulating environment for the children is undoubtedly the
training of the playgroup leader - Community Playgroup No.
1 provides a classic example. The staff/child ratio is also
important and the total lack of training for the parents on
rota has a strong negative effect.
In only one of the eleven Community Playgroups were
men involved on the rota. This had been introduced after
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an unemployed father, whose wife worked, had been
discovered by the playgroup leader to be paying another
woman to take his place on the rota. When he had been
persuaded to come in person, other unemployed fathers had
followed suit and this is all the more remarkable as the
community in question is situated in an extremely remote
rural area.
Fathers had, however, contributed to other groups by
serving on the committee and by making equipment for the
playgroup much more cheaply than it could be purchased from
specialist manufacturers.
The pay of the playgroup leaders is low. The average
for the ten playgroups worked out at three pounds ninety
pence per hour in 1990. Most playgroup leaders work a
maximum of fifteen hours per week and are normally not paid
during the Christmas and Easter holidays which take place
at the same time as those of the primary schools. They are
never paid in the long summer holidays.
Finally, cognitive challenge provides only one
criter is by which to measure merit. Community playgroups by
their nature have other objectives. Community playgroup
No. 2, for example, provides a meeting place for young
mothers who otherwise would not have met and who would, no
doubt in its absence, have been left at home lonely,
despondent and constrained by young children. The three
and four year olds in this group were happy and gained much
from their walks, visits and games. On the other hand,
children who have learned to concentrate on their own and
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are used to being cognitively stretched will excel in the
formal school system as presently structured. Every system
is a system of compromise!
Section 1B: Mother (Parent) and Toddler Group
This playgroup is approximately seventy miles from
Cork city in the west of the county and it is seven miles
from the nearest town. It calls itself a community
playgroup but in reality it is a combination of playgroup
and mother and toddler group. On the first two visits
during 1986 it was based in a church hall attached to the
priest's house which was a considerable distance from other
habitation. The only form of heating came from four one
bar electric fires high up on the wall and these coped
inadequately with the prevailing damp and cold. The hall
was rather dark, about fifty feet long and twenty feet
wide, with wooden floorboards, a plasterboard ceiling and
a stage at one end.
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TABLE TEN
Key Statistics - 1st, 2nd and 3rd Visit
MOTHER AND TODDLER GROUP
Date of 1st Visit: 19/3/1986
Date of 2nd Visit: 21/5/1986
Date of 3rd Visit: 23/5/1990
Average age of target children
observed (1st, 2nd and 3rd visits): 2 years 4 months
Staff/Child ratio in playgroup:  1st visit - 9/11
2nd visit - 7/10
3rd visit - 4/5
Number of half minutes of target children
observation in total: 	 222
Cognitive Challenge
Play Activities 1 -> 12 High Challenge 	 19%
Play Activities 1 - >I1Low Challenge	 39%
Inscrutable	 40%




Pair + Adult Interaction	 35%
Pair + Child Interaction	 -
Large Group Parallel 	 3%
Language Utterances by Target Child
T.C. spoke to Child	 34
T.C. spoke to P.G.L. 	 0%
T.C. spoke to Adult on rota
	 9%
T.C. spoke to itself (egocentric speech)1%
T.C. spoke to no-one	 8234%
From the following page filled in by the P.G.L. in 1986 and
1990 an impression can be gained of the curriculum being
followed in this playgroup during the third visit.
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TABLE ELEVEN
Availability and frequency of use of materials and
equipment in the Mother and Toddler Group (2nd & 3rd visits)
N.
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In analysing the data for seven children it was
discovered that approximately one third of the total time
of 222 half minutes was spent manipulating unstructured
materials (mostly plasticine), one fifth was spent in
directed movement towards something or somebody, and one
tenth of the time was concerned with gross motor/physical
movement which in this playgroup was mostly running. The
remaining activities that took up more than five percent of
total observed time were painting, watching something
specific or looking around in general, group activity like
milk time or tidying up and going to the toilet. The
observed social behaviour of the seven target children
showed that they played on their own for 60% of the time.
It is interesting to note that in this playgroup most of
the adult interaction was with the child's own mother.
Finally, an analysis of the children's linguistic behaviour
showed that speech involving the target child occurred for
22% of the total time. Adults spoke to the target child for
12%% of total time. Further analysis showed that when the
target child was involved in speech, he or she actually
spoke for only 9% of the time (see key statistics for a
more detailed breakdown). This compares unfavourably with
the average for community playgroups but the children are
younger and the organisation is very different.
On the first visit, March 19, 1986, parents with
children started to arrive shortly after 10.30 a.m. and by
10.45 all were present. This playgroup only functioned on
Wednesday mornings from 10.30 to 12.30. The mothers who
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had cars went round the countryside picking up the other
mothers and their children. These youngsters ranged from
one young baby aged four months to infants aged four. On
the roll there were four children aged two to three; three
children aged three to four; and two children aged four to
five but on the first visit only eight children, including
the baby, turned up.
At 10.45 most of the equipment had been unpacked but
was still being sorted and put out. When the playgroup was
not in session, every item had normally to be locked in a
cupboard, or put up on the stage behind the curtain, as
other groups used this hall during the week. A big rug was
rolled out on the floor and tables were set out for
painting and playing on. Some of the mothers spent a lot
of time pinning a large chart from the Rainbow Reading
Programme to the stage curtains. Number charts, and so
forth, were also 'Blu-tacked' to the walls but they all had
to be taken down and packed away at the end of the morning.
The researcher learned later that usually they wouldn't
bother to put up these charts as it was too much 'hassle'.
It was noticeable that the children were allowed to
engage in a whole variety of activities of their own
choice. For example, at 10.45 a.m. the baby and its mother
were playing on the rug on the floor; two children were
sitting at a desk with their respective mothers; two
children were playing with marla (plasticine); one child
was engaged in constructing a large jigsaw and two were
painting pictures. With these last five children, only two
304
mothers were supervising while the remaining adults were at
the other end of the hall chatting. At 11.45, one adult
was sitting near the door smoking while another mother,
also smoking, was pacing up and down. The door was kept
wide open to the elements and at 11.50 the only crisis of
the morning occurred when one of the children was hit with
a toy spade but the tears were soon over and all was well.
The mother designated and paid as playgroup leader was
married, aged twenty-two, and had one child of two years.
She also minded another child of the same age every day.
No timetable was used to organise each day's activities and
once set out, the chairs and tables were kept in fixed
positions and not moved around during the session.
This playgroup started in January 1985 when the
District Nurse canvassed all the mothers in the parish as
to the feasibility of having such a group. The priest then
announced at Mass that there would be a meeting to consider
the proposal in depth and as a result, the playgroup was
born. The Southern Health Board gave a 'start-up' grant of
two hundred pounds and for 1986 they had received a further
eight hundred pounds from them. Part of this money was
used to pay the salary of the playgroup leader and the rest
was being used to buy some small tables and chairs. In
March 1986 they were not paying any rent for the hall,
although in 1985 they had had to pay the priest twenty-five
pounds as did all the other clubs and societies that used
it. This sum was levied to cover the installation of fire
resisting plasterboard in the roof since without it, there
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was a fire hazard. The electricity was paid for by putting
fifty pence pieces into a slot machine and usually one
pound would suffice for the morning. During the second
visit in March 1986, the researcher learned that the Parish
Priest had decided to sell the hall and his own house and
use the money to buy himself a modern bungalow. This would
deprive the community of any centre except the Gaelic
Athletic Association Club premises which had rigid rules as
to their use.
About half the young mothers of the area attended the
playgroup with their pre-school children. The children of
the other half, it was felt, would probably benefit much
more than their own children but their mothers were
farmers' wives and would have work to do on the farm. It
was explained to me that you could not run a playgroup such
as theirs, where all the children attended with their
mothers, if it were to function five days per week. One
day per week was enough as they all had to do their
shopping, cleaning and so forth on the other days.
Nonetheless, it was marvellous, they said, how in an
isolated area like theirs they had all become acquainted
with each other when they all felt so lonely before.
Moreover, they felt that their children had gained greatly
from being able to meet other adults and children. The
money invested by the Southern Health Board, namely one
thousand pounds over two years, had impressed the group of
mothers greatly and gave rise to the most memorable quote
of this research:
	 "Isn't it marvellous that they care
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about women nowadays"! It is remarkable that for such a
little investment, the quality of family life in the area
had been so dramatically improved. People will help
themselves, given a small amount of encouragement.
A further support service was provided by the social
worker from the Southern Health Board who dealt with all
their applications for grants, membership of the I.P.P.A.
and so forth. Interestingly, the members of the group felt
that the annual subscription to the I.P.P.A. was a waste of
money but they were forced to join because they had to have
accident insurance for their group and this was the only
way that they could obtain it. Otherwise they felt that
the Association had not done a thing for them as they were
too far away to avail of I.P.P.A. courses and they lacked
the transport and the money to travel to meetings.
Their playgroup took all children up to the age of
four and a half. The local primary school was keen to take
children in when they were four but they themselves had
found that this was a bit young as the teaching in junior
infants was very formal. Their children had difficulties
adjusting from "the free and easy" lifestyle of the
playgroup where they could do almost anything and an added
factor was that they missed their mother when they went to
school. With respect to the future, they felt that the
biggest single improvement would be a place of their own
which they could lock up when they had finished rather than
having to pack everything up as they did at present. They
complained that some of their equipment in the hall had
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"walked" and that their greatest difficulty was to recruit
new people. They had not managed to persuade even one new
person to join since they started one year ago in 1985.
Their concern was that if no newly-married mothers with
young children joined, then the future of the group was
uncertain as they themselves would leave it when their
youngest child went to primary school. Even now there were
some Wednesdays when only four or five of them attended out
of a total of ten mothers on the roll. When all the mothers
attended there were fifteen children.
The entire organisation was very informal with people
arriving from 10 a.m. until 11 a.m. They usually sat on
after 12.30 p.m. although officially the group operated
from 10.30 until 12.30. They started preparing for their
tea-break at about 11.15 and it usually started at about
11.30 and continued until the playgroup finished. Although
they did not actually organise it, there was always someone
there about 10.30 to open up the hall and start unpacking
the equipment and likewise there was always someone there
at the end to lock up and pack everything away.
The second visit to this playgroup was on May 21,
1986. At 10.20 a.m. two mothers and two children were
already there. As before, all the equipment had to be
taken out of the cupboard or from behind the stage before
being set up. The curtains on the stage were drawn when all
the tables and chairs and so forth had been extracted. At
10.30 there were four children and four mothers present.
One child was working his way through a set of jigsaw
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puzzles. Another was wandering around with a piece of
paper and the remaining two were playing with a shape
sorter. One of the mothers was mixing powder paint. By
11.05 the children were mostly painting, using straws to
dip in the paint and old wallpaper torn up into squares as
paper.
At 11.36 a.m., two more mothers arrived bringing the
total present up to ten children and seven adults. Just
prior to this, a Wendy House (like a tent on a frame) had
been put out but not one child showed any interest in it
right up to the end of the session! Shortly after the
arrival of the new children there was one child playing
with dough; two painting; six playing on the rug on the
floor and one child being carried around in his mother's
arms. The morning ended at 12.30 p.m., after tea and
biscuits for the adults and juice and biscuits for the
children had been provided.
In this playgroup each family contributed one pound
per week and they could bring as many of their own children
as they wished. This pound paid for the juice and biscuits
for the children plus the electricity and incidental
expenses. If one of the mothers left her child and went
away during the morning, she had to pay one pound per hour
which discouraged her from using the playgroup as a baby-
minding service. During the third visit, these charges and
rules had not altered.
The third visit took place on May 23, 1990.
	 The
playgroup had moved to one of the changing rooms in the
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local community centre which was normally used for rugby.
When we arrived the room was in a filthy state and had to
be swept out before any of the children were allowed in.
The P.G.L. said that this was not unusual. It was
unfortunate that it only had a concrete floor and no form
of heating or cooking. Hot tea had to be brought in
thermos flasks and the children's drinks had to be pre-
mixed and brought in too. However, they were hoping to
move the following week to a doctor's dispensary which
consisted of two upstairs rooms. The doctor only came out
from the town once a week, and it was not used for the rest
of the time, but it had the problem of a main road running
past its front door and there was no fence. On the
positive side, however, it was noted that they would be
able to put charts up on the walls permanently and that
there was a cupboard where all the playthings could be
stored and/or displayed.
The group now met on Thursdays from 10 a.m. to 1 p.m.
as this suited people the best. There were eight mothers
and their children attending but at the end of the academic
year two of the children would be going to primary school
and they hoped that they would be able to recruit some
more. The only mother still there from 1986 was the
playgroup leader who had filled in the original
questionnaire. They paid fifty pounds per year to the
community association for the rent of the changing room, a
sum they themselves had offered since there was no fixed
rent.
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There were still very few farmer's wives in the
playgroup. Indeed, there was only one farmer's wife on the
roll but she was away "getting in the silage". A baby of
ten months was observed. It had "I'll cry if I want to"
written on the front of its bib and was wearing blue
trousers and a white pullover with grey sleeves. From the
kIncLt
research notes it is staaktedA at 10.32 a.m. this baby is
playing with bricks; a boy is playing with a school bus;
a toddler is playing with plastic animals and two girls are
colouring in a drawing using crayons. Two out of the five
mothers present are smoking and the door to the field
outside is wide open as the sun shines in. In conclusion,
the researcher learns that they had tried to hire a
portakabin after the collapse of the church hall but the
Bishop refused to allow it to be erected on his land. They
had received two hundred and fifty pounds a year in two
lots of one hundred and twenty-five from the Southern
Health Board over the last year. At 11 a.m. coffee was
served with apple tart, and sponge cake with chocolate
cream was given to the children. At 11.05 all the children
except the baby and one boy (his brother) went out to play
in the field (rugby pitch). They spent their time for the
rest of the morning playing football and running around.
This playgroup made a deep impression on me. There
was something remarkable about the way in which it
fulfilled the needs of the mothers so exactly. It provided
them with a meeting place once a week, yet as one mother
remarked; "You don't have to come if you don't want to".
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When they did come, they were still in charge of their own
children, yet they and their children were meeting people
and enjoying refreshment together. They were all young
married mothers who could share similar problems and yet it
was noticeable that the richer ones with cars helped the
poorer ones without. If the term "the development of a
caring community" means anything, this was it and in a way
they were the most perfect 'community' playgroup that was
observed. The investment by the Southern Health Board was
money well spent indeed.
What these mothers desperately require is a place to
call their own, a place where they can set everything out
and go away at the end of the morning knowing that it will
be safe and secure on their return. This accommodation
also needs to have an outside fenced-off play area where
the children will be safe from traffic and inside there
needs to be some form of heating and cooking arrangement so
that the mothers can make themselves tea or coffee.
Section 1C: Home Playgroups
Home playgroups cater for approximately as many
children as community playgroups in Cork city and county.
Of the original randomly selected 35 home playgroups
contacted by Joan Roberts and Helen Herbert, only eight
were willing to allow the researcher to visit them. Thus,
the eight do not provide a representative sample of home
playgroups in Cork city and county. This is in marked
contrast to the totally positive response from the
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community playgroups which were dealt with in Section 1A.
As the basis for the home playgroup findings is more
nebulous, this section is considerably less detailed than
the previous one.
In the eight home playgroups visited there were a
total of 44 target children observed for 1538 half minutes
(approximately 13 hours) and the remaining 25 hours were
spent observing and talking to the people involved. It was
intended to visit each group three times - twice in 1985/86
and once in 1990. However, of the eight home playgroups
operating in 1985/86 only three were still functioning in
1990. Those that remained open still had the same
playgroup leader.
In only two of the eight groups visited in 1985/86
were two adults present and of the three visited in 1990
two usually had two adults present. It can thus be
concluded that the I.P.P.A.s guidelines on staffing, which
insist that two adults be present at any one time, were not
being adhered to by home playgroups.
The average age of the children observed for the
target child study was three years nine months. The oldest
child observed was four years nine months and the youngest
two years five months. The staff/child ratio was one to ten
overall with the best ratio at 1:3 and the worst at 2:25.
Insofar as these eight home playgroups represent the
totality of such groups, the target child study has much to
tell.
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The children were occupied for most of their time with
about one quarter spent in highly challenging activity (see
graphs and charts in Appendix Eight).
More than half the children observed (28 out of 44)
were able to concentrate for at least four minutes at a
time on either high or low challenging activity. (This
should be compared with 43 out of 78 for the community
playgroups.)
Like the community playgroups the child in this type
of group/ spent almost half of his or her time alone. Only
five out of the forty-four children interacted with each
other for two minutes or more consecutively. The target
child remained silent for almost four fifths of the session
and only thirteen out of the forty-four children spoke for
two minutes or more during twenty minutes of observation
(see Appendix Eleven).
From Brown's Interaction Analysis it was found, as in
community playgroups, that the playgroup leader spoke five
times as much as all the children who spoke to her put
together and the time was mostly spent in telling them
things. Only one quarter of total playgroup leader talk is
devoted to asking questions.
With respect to the pre-school curriculum, there are
very few 3R activities with scale version toys and
structured materials making the major contribution to high
challenge activities. Interestingly, there is far less
high challenge small scale construction than in community
playgroups and far more play with scale version toys. Like
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the community playgroups, there is a lack of dramatic,
artistic, physical and social activity at this level.
Low challenge activities were dominated by art which
contrasts with the dominance of manipulative materials in
community playgroups.
Case studies of the home playgroups which provided the
highest and the lowest cognitive challenge to their
children are now presented. In both cases these groups had
closed down by 1990.
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A Detailed Study of the Home Playgroup
which provided its children with the
highest cognitive challenge
Home Playgroup No. 1
This home playgroup is situated in a private residence
about a mile from a village some twenty miles from Cork
city and ten miles from the nearest town. The kitchen/
dining/living room are only divided by a breakfast bar.
There is an open fireplace with a cheerful log/turf fire
burning in it and in general there is a most interesting
homely atmosphere. Helen, the P.G.L., has agreed to take
five children with special needs and, as a result, the
Southern Health Board make a grant towards the running of
her group. The first visit took place on December 13, 1985
and there were: two German children; one boy who was half
American; and four Irish children present of which one
boy, Christopher, had special needs. Christopher is
partially paralysed down his right side (a problem with the
left side of his brain). He has great difficulty in using
his right hand. Helen tries to make him use it regularly
each day.
Helen remarked that she was nervous during the first
year in operation but nevertheless the playgroup seemed to
go quite well. The second year of operation was terrible;
she came out in a rash, she couldn't cope and felt
inadequate, her pride was hurt. This was all caused by two
problem children. The third year of operation (1985/1986)
was the best that she had had. The children talk all the




Key Statistics - 1st and 2nd Visit
HOME PLAYGROUP NO 1
Date of 1st Visit: 13/12/1985
Date of 2nd Visit:
	 5/3/1986
Average age of target children
observed (1st and 2nd visits): 	 3 years 7 months
Staff/Child ratio in playgroup: 
1st visit:	 1/7
2nd visit:	 2/3
Number of half minutes of target children
observation in total:	 108
Cognitive Challenge
Play Activities 1 -> 12 High Challenge 	 59%
Play Activities 1 -> Low Challenge 	 7%
1?-.Inscrutable	 17%




Pair + Adult Interaction 	 40%
Pair + Child Interaction 	 13%
Large Group Parallel	 -
Language Utterances by Target Child
T.C. spoke to Child 	 5%
T.C. spoke to P.G.L.	 19%
T.C. spoke to Adult on rota 	 -
T.C. spoke to itself (egocentric speech)
	 6%
T.C. spoke to no-one	 70%
From the following page filled in by the P.G.L. in 1986 an
impression can be gained of the curriculum being followed





















Availability and frequency of use of materials and
equipment in Home Playgroup No. 1 (2nd visit)
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The children spent roughly half their time in free
play and half their time in organised play. It is
interesting to note her comment concerning the German
parents' interest in education.
"The German parents are very good at telling you
about what you are not covering - they seem to
know what you should be doing with the children,
which the Irish do not."
During the first two years that the playgroup was
operating, the children used to talk much less when engaged
in small scale construction - lego and jigsaws, for
example. Now they even engage in dramatic play when they
are doing this - building houses, imagining that they are
part of the jigsaw pictures and so forth. The children
have obviously changed but, equally, Helen has become much
more experienced at handling them.
Last year the majority of the children had difficulty
coping with the problems caused by the two "disturbed"
children. These children splashed paint on their
paintings, took their toys, knocked things over and so
forth. This year, with the removal of these problem
children, there is none of this and they all mix together
very well.
Helen feels that parents might think that she was
doing nothing if they thought that all she did with them
was to play. So, although she believes in learning through
play, she says that she has to cover it up so as not to
earn a bad name. Montessori teachers are too restricted in
her opinion. There, the children are told what to do and
there are too strict limitations on what is acceptable
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activity. "It is not really play, it is more like school,
more like work," she says.
The local primary school is very concerned about
keeping its four teachers. Helen is concerned about this
too and so she persuades the parents of her children to
send them as soon as possible. Nonetheless, she believes
that children should not start school until five and in
some cases advised parents to leave the children with her
until they are five. There are thirty children in the
combined junior/senior infant class in the local primary
school at the moment.
Helen says that she feels very isolated from the main
stream of activity. If she had a car, and the money for
the petrol, she would very much like to attend the I.P.P.A.
meetings in Cork city to learn more. She has a friend in
the next village who also runs a playgroup and she compares
notes with her. "You do not need much equipment to run a
playgroup, but you do need some," she says. Her living
room is rather small as playgroups go, but she has at times
had twelve children in it without anyone getting hurt -
"all it takes is organisation". She loves running a
playgroup. She would hate to think that if she woke up
tomorrow they would all be gone and she would carry on,
even if she only got two or three children. She is very
pleased about the grant that she has recently received from
the Southern Health Board for the children with special
needs. This has made all the difference. Now she can buy
things which she always wanted for the playgroup, such as
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new jigsaws, climbing apparatus and a sand tray. Prior to
this, the purchase of such equipment was not feasible as
she needed the money which she earned from the group for
her growing family and there was little left over to plough
back.
During the second visit Helen's eldest daughter,
Gillian, was there. She was off school with a cough, and
she played with the children and made flapjacks for them.
The parents only pay Helen for the days that their
children attend the playgroup (one pound fifty pence per
child per day) and she makes the same charge for both a
four and five day week, which is six pounds. She does not
think that she works to a timetable although it is usually
freeplay first with more structured activities after lunch.
The cost of milk and biscuits, flapjacks and so forth would
be about four pounds per week.
What she does is to some extent dictated by which
child arrives first. If the child is handicapped, she may
start working with him.or her and subsequent arrivals will
often want to do the same and not engage in free play. She
notices that some of the handicapped children are off sick
for long periods or the parents do not send them because of
the cold - a fact which further reduces her limited salary.
Helen does not believe that it is the P.L.G.s job to
teach children religion. On the other hand, she feels
strongly about her responsibility to look after their moral
welfare.
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She further notes that language development is
sometimes more important than emotional development where
the former is causing unhappiness and frustration. Last
year one of the problem children could only speak three
words when he came and left being able to speak twenty and
was much better adjusted because of it. He had a slight
physical problem with his speech which was not his fault,
but the power to express his emotions through words was of
great importance to him. Otherwise, she strongly believes
that emotional development is much more important than
linguistic development.
Helen believes that you should encourage children to
give their own opinions, thoughts and feelings and it was
obvious from the conversations that she conducted with
Laura on the second visit that the latter was being
encouraged to express herself and to describe each of the
colours that she was mixing. Laura apparently does
everything upside down - reading, writing, drawing are all
upside down. Helen tries to help her correct this.
During the morning of the first visit they all played
Hunt the Thimble. They all went out into the hall except
Christopher and during the game Helen told them whether
they were "hot" or "cold". Later in the morning they all
sat on the settee by the open fire with Helen reading
nursery rhymes to them. Later still, Helen held up a
picture book and told Pat to stand up. She asked him to
tell her the rhyme about the picture. Pat started, "There
was an old women who lived in a shoe", and was then
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interrupted by Conor. Helen chastised him, "Hold on Conor,
this is Pat's rhyme". "OK, off you go Pat." Pat started
reciting again, "There was an old woman who lived in a shoe
and she had so many children..." and so forth. Each child
had its turn in saying the nursery rhyme that went with the
picture that Helen held up. However, the children were each
allowed to select their favourite picture and Helen made a
1ft
big event out of looking it up Athe index! Christopher said
his rhyme too and they all clapped after each performance.
On the second visit on March 5, 1986, there were only
two children present, Patrick and Laura, and both painted
until 10.45 a.m. Conor arrived at 10.45. During the
morning, the three children engaged in water play, sang
"Jingle Bells" and played with toys on the floor.
It is most noticeable in this playgroup that all the
children play together, including Christopher. There is a
very high level of cooperation which is exemplified in the
games they play such as "Hunt the Thimble", "Hide and Seek"
and so forth.
Language is encouraged by Helen who constantly asks
the children for their thoughts, feelings and opinions. She
treats them more like grown-ups than children.
Her integration of the children with special needs
into her playgroup is a joy to behold. She is so gentle
and kind to them and yet they are made to feel part of the
group and not something special or extraordinary.
There is a wide variety of activity and the children
are never bored.	 There is always something new or
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stimulating to do and it is this, together with the
quantity and quality of dramatic play, which leads to such
high levels of cognitive challenge.
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A Detailed Study of the Home Playgroup which
provided its Children with the Lowest Cognitive
Challenge: Home Playgroup No. 2
This home playgroup is located in the basement of a
large private residence set in its own grounds in the
suburb of a county Cork town, some twenty miles from Cork
city. Jane, the P.G.L., did not return the questionnaire
and hence no indication can be given of the curriculum that
this group normally followed. This playgroup had also
closed down by 1990 because Jane's children had grown too
old for it and she herself had lost interest.
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TABLE FOURTEEN
Key Statistics - 1st, and 2nd Visits 
HOME PLAYGROUP NO. 2
Date of 1st Visit:	 15/1/1986
Date of 2nd Visit:	 14/4/1986
Average age of target children
observed (1st and 2nd visits): 	 4 years 1 months
Staff/Child ratio in playgroup: 	 1st visit - 2/16
2nd visit - 2/16
Number of half minutes of target children
observation in total:	 180
Cognitive Challenge
Play Activities 1 -> 12 High Challenge 	 11%
Play Activities 1 -> Low Challenge 	 35%%
a.Inscrutable	 52%






Pair + Adult Interaction 	 18%
Pair + Child Interaction 	 8%
Large Group Parallel 	 13%
Language Utterances by Target Child
T.C. spoke to Child	 6%
T.C. spoke to P.G.L.	 6%%
T.C. spoke to Adult on rota 	 1%%
T.C. spoke to itself (egocentric speech) 	 1%
T.C. spoke to no-one	 85%
The Playgroup leader did not return the questionnaire so,
unfortunately, this source can not be used aer:reference to
illustrate/indicate the curriculum which was being
followed.
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From notes taken on January 15, 1986
Children are allowed out after break at approximately
11.30 a.m. and are allowed to play until 11.55 a.m. In the
garden the children have the choice of a large sandpit, a
low swing and an extremely low slide. Jane used to allow
them to ride trikes and toy cars, but considered it too
dangerous so she took them away. Now they just run around
within strictly defined areas of the garden if they do not
play with the above. Ruth spent a lot of her time counting
the children to make sure that none were missing. She
seemed very anxious and "uptight". Liz, the adult helper,
pushed the children on the swing or talked to the
researcher. The children in the sandpit used ordinary
spoons - they used to have spades but Jane considered them
too dangerous. They used the spoons to dig holes or load
toy lorries which had been brought out from the playroom.
From notes taken on April 14, 1986
Since the first visit on January 15, 1986, Jane has
had the central cupboards in the playroom removed which
makes one big room and one small room out of the basement
and, as she says, there is nowhere for anyone to hide!
Jane feels that the biggest difficulty in running the
playgroup is discipline - sometimes they are very naughty,
she says. The one thing that she would like to buy for the
playgroup would be easels for painting - two-sided ones so
that the children could paint on both sides. Liz disagrees
and thinks that they would be more nuisance than they are
worth!
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This is the sixth year of the playgroup's operation.
Jane's own child got bitten on the hand during the opening
year of the playgroup and it took days to heal up. "Thank
God it was my child and not someone else's!" she states.
Fortunately, they have never had anything like that happen
again.
Jane says that the deaf girl which I probably noticed
last time as being very noisy (I didn't) has been into
hospital and has had two tubes inserted into her inner ear.
Now she can hear again and is much quieter. She told Jane
that they took a blood sample to make blackpudding of it!
(Apparently this was the first thing her father could think
of saying when he was explaining it to her! And Jane added
to this by telling her that she would never ever buy or eat
blackpudding again!)
Jane feels that playdough, playing with dolls and cups
of tea (pretend) encourage children to talk more. Puzzles
make the children concentrate so that they hardly talk. She
has also observed that items like big lego seem the best
for encouraging cooperative play. Jane would like to buy
some more large lego as she feels that there is not enough.
Jane maintains that it is very tiring running a
playgroup. She certainly would not want to run it for more
than three days a week and feels that two and three quarter
hours per day may be a bit long for the children concerned.
The research notes from the first visit on January 15,
1986 state that:
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From 9.30 until 11.00 a.m. all the children are in the
large room and are engaged in free play. Each table is
reserved for a particular activity. There is one table for
jigsaws, one table for playdough and so forth. The
children play with lego on the floor. In the small room
there is a toy telephone, furry animals and a blackboard
but no children. Most of the boys are playing with toy
cars and lorries. Jane announces that she is thinking of
taking these cars and lorries away so that the boys will
have to play with the other things! While rushing around,
these boys trip one of the other children who then proceeds
to cry. Tidy-up time is at 10.55 and the sixteen children
are all made to sit still while the two adults tidy up
around them. At 11.10 there is roll call followed by
prayers (without the sign of the cross). One boy and one
girl give out biscuits and cups. Lunch finishes at 11.30
and this is followed by story time. Noddy is the story
today and Jane holds up the book so that the children can
see the pictures. During the story a girl falls off one of
the tables where she has been sitting and hurts herself and
starts crying. There are no pictures on the walls of this
playgroup and Jane says that the children seem to enjoy
coming to her playgroup although she makes a point of never
teaching them anything!
During the second visit on April 14, 1986, it was
noted that the playgroup started at 9.30 a.m. and that
there was free play from 9.30 until 11.00 with eight boys
and eight girls present. From 11.00 until 11.30 was lunch
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after which everyone retired to the garden and played on
the swing and slide, and in the sandpit. At 12.00 all the
children were brought inside and allowed to play with lego,
marla, or books until their parents collected them at
12.15.
These children are not given enough to do. They are
not stimulated. They are not spoken to except with words
of control. The very strong desire of the P.G.L. "not to
teach" is in fact an excuse to do nothing except worry
about the children escaping or hurting themselves. This is
a good example of a group which in the material sense has
everything but, because of the organisation, has very
little to offer the children.
In conclusion, it could be said that the only benefit
to accrue to these children from their period in this
playgroup was some social development. They mixed with
others of the same social class. Little else was gained!
Summary of the findings from Home Playgroups
There is a wide discrepancy in terms of the physical
provision of the eight home playgroups in the sample. In
one, in a county Cork village, a complete prefab classroom
had been erected in the garden and as many children had
been "signed on" as possible. This playgroup had the worst
staff/child ratio of 2:25 and was obviously being run as a
profit-making concern. In another there were only six
children with the P.G.L. but it was in the damp basement of
an inner Cork city Victorian tenement house. Here the
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mould could be seen growing on the wallpaper and the
children froze! In both these groups those in charge saw
themselves as running a "baby minding" service. In other
groups a very real effort was made to provide a stimulating
environment for the children and the best of these was home
playgroup no.1.
Close behind the latter in terms of cognitive
challenge offered to the children came a private Montessori
school listed by the I.P.P.A. as a playgroup for insurance
purposes. The teacher in this school was A.M.I. qualified.
The Montessori method provided the cognitive challenge but
the child's experience in the group was limited. There was
no dramatic play, no small junk material, no sand or water
equipment, no home corner play equipment and little or no
unstructured play activity. One has to ask whether the
full potential of a child attending such a group is being
developed. Of particular significance was the fact that
the target children in this Montessori group were silent
for 91% of the total observed time. This compares
unfavourably with home playgroup no 2, the worst from the
point of view of cognitive challenge, where the target
children were silent for only 71% of the time.
Most of the other points broadly replicate those of
the community playgroups as the same methods and timetable
are used but is worth pointing out that there is a
community dimension to home playgroups as well. It was
most noticeable how the mothers of the children met and
talked to each other and to the P.G.L. when the children
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were being collected after playschool. Problems were
discussed, both concerning the children presently attending
and others who were now at school. Arrangements were made
to meet later and so on.
The chief problem facing the home playgroup is the
short hours that it operates, which does not suit working
mothers, and the fact that in most cases there is only one
adult in attendance which makes them unsafe if anything
should happen.
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Section 1D: Pre-schools for Travelling Children
There are two pre-schools for travelling children in
Cork city and one in Clonakilty, Co. Cork. The two schools
in Cork city were visited in 1985/1986 and again in 1990.
The pre-school for travelling children in the Glen, a very
deprived area of Cork city, was taught by Ms Diana Rhyall
and the pre-school for travelling children in Turner's
Cross, a slightly less deprived area, was taught by Ms Vera
Flynn. These two pre-school teachers proved to be the most
experienced of all those visited during the course of this
research. Despite the fact that they were dealing with
some of the most unfortunate children in Irish society,
they showed that by using appropriate methods a great deal
can be done for them.
An examination of the charts and graphs in Appendix
Eight shows that 43% of the target child's time is spent in
highly challenging activity. This compares most favourably
with the 22% of community playgroups. Furthermore, it is
not at the expense of social activity since the children
interact with others for half the total time and they spoke
for one-fifth of the period during which they were being
observed. Again, relatively few questions were asked by the
pre-school teachers and attending adults. Brown's
interaction analysis shows that the teacher talked for 37%
of class time which is comparable with that of community
playgroups. As mighttle expected with a broad Montessori
approach to teaching, the children dealt mostly with
structured materials, with small scale construction,
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manipulation and scale version toys providing the other
high challenge activities. Low challenge activities
broadly parallel these.
Over recent years, there has been an increasing
4. 6
emphasis on pre-school education for travelling children,
Recent statistics compiled by the pre-school Teachers of
Travelling Children Association (1990) indicate that the
number of such schools has increased from 18 in 1984 to 41
in 1990. Ten pre-schools are located at official halting
sites, fourteen are on a school campus or adjacent to it
and seventeen are in a local hall or centre. In all, 563
children, drawn from 393 families, attend the pre-schools.
43.4% of the children come from permanent accommodation.
27.9% are from trailers on official halting sites and 28.7%
are from trailers on roadside encampments. There are 44
teachers employed in pre-schools with the following
qualifications. Seven are trained teachers; thirteen are
Montessori teachers; six have University degrees; eleven
have specialist courses or diplomas and seven have only
their leaving certificates. A further 37 child-care
workers, under the aegis of the local health authorities,
are employed in 28 of the pre-schools. There are also a
small number of pre-schools funded either by the local
health authority or by voluntary organisations which cater
for travelling children among others.
These pre-school classes are organised by the Southern
Health Board but are funded in the main by the Department
of Education. (All other pre-school provision, apart from
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junior and senior infants in primary schools is funded by
the Health Boards or by private sources.) The Department
of Education provides 20,000 pounds per annum towards the
purchase of equipment for these pre-schools and also
defrays 98 c, of the costs pertaining to tuition and
transport. The Southern Health Board has organised an
Executive Committee which oversees all problems relating to
travellers. On this committee there are two travellers,
Southern Health Board representatives, Housing
representatives and the Educational representative
(Assumpta O'Brien). The Department of Education pays the
pre-school teachers through a Manager who is on the
Traveller's Committee which is subordinate to the Executive
Committee above. Vera, Diana and the child care workers
were paid by the day and not during the holidays. In
Vera's group during 1985/1986, two girl helpers, both
travellers, were paid by Manpower Services and the Southern
Health Board respectively. In Diana's group, the Southern
health Board paid for a child care worker.
Assumpta O'Brien is the travelling teacher for Cork.
She acts in a Social Work capacity liaising between her
Inspector on the one hand and the Mothers and Travelling
Schools on the other. There are six travelling teachers in
the entire country: three in Dublin; and one each in Cork,
Galway and Limerick. They are all ex-national school/
teachers. She sees the biggest problem with the travellers
as the lack of suitable sites. On my third visit on
February 8, 1990, Assumpta O'Brien said that there were
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more travelling people in settled accommodation than four
years previously. She remarked that the mothers would for
the most part like to settle down and have their children
educated but the men made all the decisions. The men even
beat up their women before they were married to them and it
was a frequent occurrence afterwards.
It is difficult to understand these children unless
one is aware of the totally different culture from which
they come. For example, most of the children have T.V.s in
their trailers and know the days of the week by the
programmes that are on! They spend an enormous amount of
time watching T.V. in the trailers on wet and windy days.
With these children, there is no point in asking what they
would like to be when they grow up because they will say
"I'm a traveller". In other words, they are trapped by
their upbringing. In 1985/1986 one of the travelling girls
in Vera's group, aged 17, was getting married. Once
married she would be allowed to go to discos and enjoy
herself with her new husband. Up until then, she had only
been on expeditions organised by the priest as her father
had kept her under "lock and key" with respect to all other
social events. There is a very distinct "class system"
amongst the travellers and families marry "up" or "down"
accordingly. Usually in less than a year after marriage
the first baby arrives. The new baby is always well looked
after but is literally thrown out to fend for itself as
soon as the next one is born, and babies usually arrive in
quick succession! During the first visit to Vera's group,
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one family was celebrating the arrival of the twenty-first
child and they all lived in a twenty-one foot trailer! The
children can often be very tired as, during stormy nights
in winter, their parents will be constantly up securing the
trailers to stop them overturning and naturally the
children sense their fear. Although they are Roman
Catholics, most of the travellers do not go to church on
Sundays but send their children to school for one year
before their First Holy Communion and one year before their
Confirmation. After each Sacrament there is a massive fall
off in school attendance. If they do not have their First
Holy Communion and Confirmation, the church will not marry
them and this is considered important. Furthermore, they
are very superstitious. They do not like living beside
graveyards yet will travel to the other end of the country
to hear Mass around the graveside of their grandmother! As
they get married so young, there are a lot of very young
grandmothers (lots of them in their 30s!). Some of the
children are very malnourished, dirty and shabbily dressed.
Others are well turned out and clean. But in general, the
level of deprivation is high.
For each child there is a record card and this is
lodged with Assumpta O'Brien. In theory, when a new child
arrives, a photocopy of its record card can be sent from
another part of the country with details of the child's
previous experience. A lot of Montessori teaching is
obviously done in pre-schools for travelling children
according to these record cards.
	 Finally, there is an
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Irish Association for Teachers of Travelling Children.
Different conditions apply to different teachers depending
upon where they work and in 1990 there was a sub-committee
which had been formed to look at these conditions.
A detailed study of the Pre-school for Travelling
Children which provided its children with the
highest cognitive challenge
The children in Diana's group engaged in highly
challenging activity for 52 .°5
 of the time during the first
two visits and 50 96
 of the time during the third see "Key
Statistics" below and appendices). The curriculum that she
followed can be broadly seen from the fourth page of the
Questionnaire which she filled in (see also Appendices).
During the first two visits, this pre-school was being
run in a Corporation flat in the Glen and during the third
visit in 1990, four years later, it had been moved to an
empty classroom in a national school nearby. The flat
comprised two reception rooms, a kitchen and a hall
downstairs with three bedrooms and a bathroom upstairs. The
front door was on a balcony three stories up.
From notes taken on the first visit, 25/2/1986
Diana has eight children on the roll at the moment,
four from trailers and four from houses. She is expecting
two more on Monday. "Ten," she says, "is about the right
number for the amount of room and equipment that we have.
Less than that and you have to wait for the children to
finish tasks. More than that and you have difficulty





Key Statistics - 1st and 2nd Visit
The Pre-school for Travelling Children which
provided the highest level of cognitive
challenge for its children.
Date of 1st Visit: 25/2/1986
Date of 2nd Visit: 14/5/1986
Average age of target children
observed (1st and 2nd visits):
Staff/Child ratio in playgroup: 
1st visit:
2nd visit:
4 years 0 months




Play Activities 1 -> 12 High Challenge
	 52%
Play Activities 1 -> Low Challenge
	 11%11Inscrutable	 37%




Pair + Adult Interaction
	 72%
Pair + Child Interaction
	 1%
Large Group Parallel	 _
Language Utterances by Target Child
T.C. spoke to Child
	 3%
T.C. spoke to P.G.L.
	 14%
T.C. spoke to Adult on rota
	 5%
T.C. spoke to itself (egocentric speech)
	 3%
T.C. spoke to no-one
	 75%
From the following page filled in by the pre-school teacher
in 1986 an impression can be gained of the curriculum being











Availability and frequency of use of materials and equipment in
the Pre-school for Travelling Children which provided the highest
level of cognitive challenge for its children (2nd visit)
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Key Statistics - 3rd Visit
The Pre-school for Travelling Children which
provided the highest level of cognitive
challenge for its children.
Date of Visit: 16/2/1990
Average age of target children
observed (1st and 2nd visits):
	 4 years 8 months
Staff/Child ratio in playgroup:
	
2/7




Play Activities 1 -> 12 High Challenge
	
50%











Pair + Adult Interaction
	 49%
, Pair + Child Interaction
Large Group Parallel
Language Utterances by Target Child
T.C. spoke to Child
T.C. spoke to P.G.L.
	 6%
T.C. spoke to Adult on rota
	 15%
T.C. spoke to itself (egocentric speech)
	 22%
T.C. spoke to no-one
	 57%
From the following page filled in by the pre-school teacher
in 1990 an impression can be gained of the curriculum being
followed in this pre-school during the third visit.
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TABLE EIGHTEEN
Availability and frequency of use of materials and equipment in the
Pre-school for Travelling Children which provided the highest level
of cognitive challenge for its children (3rd visit)
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When teaching, Diana says that it is necessary to "jam
in" what you can in the first haf hour because the
children's concentration goes very quickly. She feels that
their parents must want them to come because they have to
make an effort to have them ready for collection in the
morning. Some of the mothers do appreciate very much what
is being done for their children - "others just want to get
them out of their hair!"
Diana would very much like a playground so that she
could take the children down to play. They do go down and
kick a ball around on the tarmac at the foot of the tower
blocks but it is difficult because it is not fenced in. She
has not decided what equipment she is going to buy with
this year's grant yet. She has been in charge since 1981
and has had complete responsibility for developing the
playschool, buying the equipment and so on - there are no
guidelines. When she was a child-care worker, she had an
inspector from the Department of Education who came to see
her. His only comment was "Why are you not incorporating
some Irish into your lesson?"!
About half an hour on average is for freeplay. The
rest of the time is organised. She has a list in each box
and ticks it off when each child has completed the
appropriate activity. There is a complete and structured
programme for every child on the roll. One of the problems
is that record cards to not necessarily get sent from one
place to another so that when the children move on to a new
site their cards often do not follow them.
344
Diana says that she feels lonely and isolated. She
feels that the Department of Education should organise
someone to train them. There are not even any written aims
and objectives for pre-schools. It is left entirely to the
teacher to decide. Most of the pre-schools for travelling
children have decided for themselves that the Montessori
method of teaching, or some variant of it, is the right
method. "But you still never know whether you are doing
the right thing or not."
Frankie, one of the children, has severe family
problems and he has become much more difficult to control
recently. She wishes that the social workers would tell
her what was happening to the families. For example, she
would like to be informed if any of the parents were being
sent to prison. Assumpta O'Brien would not be told this
but the social workers have access to the records and they
would know.
Diana trained as a nursery nurse and came to work in
Cork as a private nurse. She had always been interested in
Montessori and when Vera Flynn advertised for a child
assistant, she applied for and was given the job. When Vera
left and went to U.C.C. to do her degree, she stayed on as
child assistant with the new pre-school teacher.
Unfortunately, the new teacher did not like the job and
left, and Diana was asked to take over. She has been in
charge since 1981 having started as an assistant in 1980.
She is a member of a number of committees for
travellers and she often hears of children that she has
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taught who have moved on to some other part of the country.
Sometimes travelling parents do not want to be identified
as such. They do not like the stigma of the bus coming to
collect their children. Conversely, others want their
children to come to maintain their identity.
The group started at 10.15 a.m. with a "Hail Mary"
followed by "Who knows what day it is? Who knows what the
weather is like? Is it cloudy?" and so on.
Lunch took place at approximately 11.30 a.m. and
consisted of mugs of milk and jam sandwiches. Most of the
children dipped the sandwiches into the milk before eating
them. Prayers were said before eating. One girl was
detailed to give out the sandwiches and all of them had to
sit at the tables while they ate.
It is noticeable that the children in this group are
made to put things away and fetch their own tissues. At
11.50 Michael is asked if he would arrange the number rods
in order of length by counting the red and blue stripes on
each one. When he has them thus arranged he has to put
number cards up against the correct rod. These are all
laid out on a small green carpet on the kitchen floor. The
other children are brought in one by one and it is very
obvious that some are much better at counting than others.
Some, for example, only work with three rods rather than
the eight that Michael has arranged.
Diana tells me that "this group is not run on pure
Montessori lines but a lot of it is Montessori,
nevertheless".
	 The children are generally clean with
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proper shoes. At 12.00 Cecelia, the childcare assistant,
reads a story... four children gather round. The rest are
drawing with coloured crayons.
From notes taken on the second visit, 15/5/1986
The session starts with Diana asking what day it is.
There are only four children present today... Patrick,
Frankie, Ann and Michael. Diana says, "Now we will see who
is in school today", and proceeds to take the register.
Diana says that the children use different words for
some things. For example, "utensils" are cups and saucers;
"rack" means count; and "leggings" means boots. Everything
is a "yoke". Diana is very concerned about these
children's inadequacies with respect to schooling, stating
that "they do not even have the basics like a knowledge of
colours and the ability to count up to ten". Michael, in
Diana's opinion is very bright. "He can do a 60-piece
jigsaw just like that, but has great difficulty with his
colours and he cannot count."
At 11.15 Michael is driving a bus made out of
sticklebricks. Ann is tracing 2s in her book. Frankie is
building something from small lego and Patrick is arranging
cylinders in order of size. Later, when Diana was asking
Frankie the colours of the tablets he closed his eyes each
time he was asked a colour. He eventually fell off his
chair to stop Diana asking him any more questions.
Diana shows Ann a picture of a cup. "What is that,
Ann?" "A mug." "No, it is not a mug. A mug would be
straight down." "A cup?" "Good girl, Ann." "What colour
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is this?" Diana asks all the children. "Orange", says Ann.
"No, it is yellow." "What colour is it Frankie?" Frankie
shouts, "It is yellow!" Despite the fact that it is very
cold outside, these children have no coats.
"What is that Frankie?" "A bottle." "What is inside
the bottle?" "Ink." "Good boy, Frankie." "What is that?"
"A mouse." "Who is that?" "A woman." "But she's got a
crown on her head. What do you call a woman who's got a
crown on her head?" There is complete silence while the
children look at her. "A Queen" says Diana. "A Queen" say
all the children together. Diana shows them a picture of a
nest. Ann says, "A bath". "No, not a bath."
Ann, Patrick and Michael are all from the same family
and have only been in Cork for two weeks. Diana shows Ann
a picture of the sun. "What is it, Ann?" "The yoke up in
the sky." "It is the sun, Ann." "What is that Ann?" "A
pony." Frankie shouts out "A zebra". "No, Frankie."
From notes taken on the third visit, 16/2/1990
At 9.58 the session started with a prayer. Diana went
on to call the roll. The children answered in Irish. All
the children were made to sit round the table in a circle
with Breda, the new childcare assistant. The children were
all tested for their knowledge of colours using the colour
tablets. Diana asks one child at a time and all the rest
of the children have to keep quiet. There is an amazing
level of calm. A girl holds up her leg with blue tights on
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and says "blue". Diana says, "You are excellent. That's
lovely nail varnish." "Teacher, is he a guard?" pointing
at the researcher. "No, he is not a guard. He is a
teacher." To which a little boy responds, "A teacher can't
be a man". There are seven children present (four girls
and three boys). Diana lets the children hold the tablets
and choose the colour of their choice.
Breda takes one of the children to the toilet.
"What's his name?" a girl asks. "He told you, Francis."
Diana puts the tablets away and takes out paper with a
triangle stencil. The children are asked to draw the
triangle using the stencil and then colour it in keeping
within the lines.	 Winnie asks for an orange pencil.
"Teacher... I've done it." "Now show it to Breda, she'll
help you."	 Christie scribbles all over his paper and
wrecks it.	 "Ah, Christie!" Diana hands out their copy
books and draws a van in them. "Please colour blue inside
the lines."
 James meanwhile has scribbled all over his
triangle.
There are two boys called James. One of them is
wearing a black "T" shirt with black trousers, green socks
and sandals and has a runny nose.
At 11.13 James and James are playing with lego. Linda
is playing with her shape-sorter in the book corner. (Aged
five years, two months, she concentrated on this for eleven
minutes without interruption making it the second longest
uninterrupted period of concentration found in this
research.) Winnie is walking around. Bridget is walking
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around (she wants Linda's cube). Mary is sorting coloured
beads on a wickerwork tray. Christie is threading wooden
beads onto a string. At 11.18 Christie tries to fix
Bridget's plastic necklace. She tugs it and it breaks...
she screams and runs off with the remains of it. Christie
lies face down on the floor and puts his hands over his
ears. Breda says "Isn't she a silly girl? You try and fix
it for her and all she does is to run off."
Linda hands over her cube to Bridget at 11.21.
At 11.31 the cube gets broken. One of the locks gets
pulled out. Diana fastens it back in again with sellotape
and tells Bridget that she is not to open the broken door
in the cube.
Each child has an envelope folder with his or her name
on it in which pictures, paper trees and so forth are
stored. Many of these, like the pictures of Joseph and
Mary, have a religious significance. On the front of each
folder is their Christian name which is printed in black
letters with a picture beside it. For example, Linda with
a pink elephant.
Linda is wearing a red pullover which is filthy.
Black trousers with silver zip (open) for a pocket; calf
length boots with fur inside; short fairish hair; running
nose; a large scratch (cut) on her left cheek with another
scratch over her left ear.
At 11.38 Linda and Bridget are looking at their
folders. Christie has just got out his folder. Winnie is
playing with the cube. All the keys have just come off the
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key ring. James and Breda are together playing with wooden
blocks. James is arranging plastic cubes which open up.
Mary is still engrossed with the beads which are sorted on
the wickerwork tray.
At 11.40 they tidy up so that they can all go out into
the playground. The primary school children have just gone
back into their classrooms.
At 11.54 we all come in from the yard. Out there,
races were run for the boys and girls. Then they were all
lined up and brought in from the yard, after which they
were allowed to get toys from the toy box. There are two
groups of children in the pre-school now. Christie and
Bridget come on Thursdays and Fridays while two others come
on Mondays and Tuesdays and the rest come all week. This
has been done because of the disruptive nature of some of
the children. Diana thinks that it may be caused by the
high degree of intermarriage amongst the travelling people.
The McCarthy's only seem to marry other McCarthys, for
example. The children all seem to like the toy box as they
keep going back and getting new toys.
Lunch is at 12.12. All the children sit around the
table with their heads down and their arms folded. Bridget
keeps escaping and has to be brought back.
Conclusion
From the three visits to Vera's group, it was
noticeable that the travelling girls were often very rough
with the children. Vera was very gentle and never seemed
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to lose her temper even if whatever was attempted was only
half accomplished. She spoke to them very quietly and she
seemed to control them by constantly switching their
attention. There were 14 children present on my first
visit, eleven on my second and twelve on my third. The
children were hyperactive, constantly jumping and leaping
around. It was during the first visit, on December 10,
1985, that the child who concentrated longest and achieved
the highest level of cognitive challenge of the entire
research was observed. He was dirty, malnourished, and
probably deaf. He constructed a turbine from straws which,
when you blew through the centre straw, caused it to
revolve. He concentrated on this construction task for
fifteen and a half minutes without interruption (see
Appendix Nine). By the second visit on May 13, 1986 he and
his family had moved on to another part of the country.
A doubling of the level of cognitively challenging
activity on behalf of the children, compared with community
playgroups, was achieved by Vera and Diana. This was
remarkable considering the nature of the children.
However, the structure, organisation and planing that
preceded each day's programme were significant factors.
Both Vera and Diana made a profound impression. They
were coping with problems that most people never come
across in their normal lives and they were both extremely
skilled and talented teachers. The reason that Vera's
children did not engage in quite such a high level of
cognitive challenge was that there were much greater
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numbers and a greater proportion were extremely deprived
and hyperactive. To see her handling these children was a
privilege. If the use of a Montessori philosophy can
challenge these deprived children to such an extent, there
must surely be a place for it in playgroups. However, too
narrow a curriculum must be guarded against. The high
challenge activities in these pre-schools were all
concentrated around the four areas of structured materials,
small scale construction, manipulation and scale version
toys.
The introduction of a greater range of activities and
a concerted effort to develop the children's linguistic
ability is a way in which a good programme can be made even
better.
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Section 1E: The 'Before 5 Centre'
This is a case study of the "Jewel in the Crown" of
pre-school establishments in Cork city and county and
provides a "bench mark" against which to judge the others.
It provides a Montessori education for 120 children from
the Gurranabraher/Churchfield/Knocknaheeny areas of Cork
city. Two sessions are scheduled for each day for three
classes: 9.30 a.m. - 12.00 noon and 1.30 p.m. - 4.00 p.m..
Apart from the three classrooms, there was a reception room
and an office for the Principal and secretary in 1986. By
1990, further expansion had resulted in the building of a
large and a small room with kitchen facilities and a
creche. The latter taking children from three months to
three years at which time they enter the pre-school. The
creche can accommodate up to twelve children at any one
time with Monday, Tuesday and Wednesday mornings normally
being the busiest as the mothers tend to shop with their
children on Thursdays and Fridays. Mary looks after the
Creche (she is on the youth employment scheme). She is
helped by a mother on rota and possibly a girl from the
workshop in Churchfield. So far there are Yoga and personal
development classes held in the rooms. Sister Renee thinks
that she has managed to raise the necessary monies to pay
for the extension - 15,000 pounds from the North Infirmary
fund and 10,000 pounds from the National Lottery. The
whole thing is beautifully built and equipped.
The school was founded by the Parish Priest, Father
F.X. Wrenne in 1975. The first Principal was Sister Marion
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of the Irish Sisters of Charity and it was she who
introduced and so strongly supported Montessori's method of
education in the school. In 1984 the Irish Sisters of
Charity handed over control to the Presentation Sisters and
Sister Renee has been the Principal ever since.
A report compiled by the Before 5 Centre for the
Southern Health Board for 1985/1986 states that there were
four "special children" in the pre-school that year. Two
Downs Syndrome, one Spina Bifida and one referred by the
Spastic Clinic. Over 65'. of the parents of the children at
the school were unemployed and this was the cause of much
family stress. Problems like alcoholism and depression were
frequent. The most common problem was sheer boredom and to
alleviate this they had started classes and work sessions
for parents after the pre-school hours.
The local Community groups also used the centre as a
base. Their grant from the Southern Health Board for
1985/1986 for salaries and wages was 20,000 pounds and was
made up as follows: three teacher's salaries of 5,156
pounds, 4,909 pounds and 4,782 pounds; and the secretary's
wage of 3,000 pounds and PRSI payments of 2,120.42 pounds
respectively. This left a balance of 32.58 pounds. Sister
Renee was paid nothing and was kept by the other nuns in
her community.
The running costs of the nursery centre were 6,014.39
pounds in 1985/1986 and the report says that the parents of
the 120 children effectively carried this burden. They paid
two pounds per week, although the unemployed and seriously
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disadvantaged were not required to pay. The parents'
committee ran fund raising projects and with a huge effort
they raised eight hundred pounds in four months. The report
gives a profile of the parents' employment. There are 63
unemployed, 8 single parents, 6 casual dockers, 11 factory
workers, 19 tradesmen, 7 labourers, 3 in the army, 1 taxi
driver, 1 fireman and 4 self employed.
During 1985/1986 two visits were made to the 'Before
5 Centre' and two different teachers and classes were
observed. A further visit was made in 1990. When it was
discovered that both the teachers observed previously had
left (due to lack of remuneration), a third teacher and
class were observed. Hence in the case studies that
follow, Mary is picked because her class provided the
greatest cognitive challenge to the children and Joanne is
chosen because of her excellent incorporation of language
into a Montessori setting. It is worth noting that
cognitively challenging activity accounted for 55%- of the
total time observed in all three classes (see appendices
for this and other details on the 'Before 5 Centre').
A Detailed Study of the Montessori Class in the
'Before 5 Centre' which provided the greatest
cognitive challenge to its children
Mary is leaving at the end of this year after five
years in the centre. She is leaving because she cannot live
on the pay. She is nearly 25 and she still has to borrow
money from her mother. Montessori teachers are recognised
by the Department of Education as teachers in Special
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Schools - the first special school to be so recognised
being Nancy Jordan's (see Chapter Two) and some private
preparatory schools. For example, in 1986 Presentation
College in Cork had a Montessori teacher in Junior Infants
and she was paid the same as a National school (primary)
teacher. If Mary cannot obtain employment in a special
school, she says she will open a private school of her own.
However, she would much prefer to stay in the 'Before 5
Centre' because she feels that this is where the children
and parents need help which the middle classes do not.
Barbara, the Down's Syndrome girl, comes both in the
mornings and afternoons but all the other children come
either in the morning or the afternoon.
From notes taken on 27 May, 1986
There are 17 children altogether in the room. The
morning started with the teacher asking the children what
the day was and what the weather was like.
At 10.37 one girl is making a beautifully designed map
of the world (the two hemispheres). The lift-out pieces
are put down on the paper and drawn around and then
coloured in with pencils. Two girls are playing with
prisms on a mat.
When they have finished, these children have to stack
the prisms back on the shelf in perfect order - taking them
one at a time and then rolling the mat up.
Later, the girl who did the beautiful map of the world
with the countries coloured in with crayon obtained a pot
of blue paint and painted in the sea with great care. The
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result is truly an artistic product. This is Denise who is
four years eight months old. Barbara was hit on the knee








Key Statistics - 1st and 2nd Visit
The 'Before 5 Centre' Montessori Class which
provided the highest level of cognitive
challenge for its children.
Date of 1st Visit: 27/5/1986
Date of 2nd Visit:	 3/6/1986
Average age of target children
observed (1st and 2nd visits):	 4 years 2 months
Staff/Child ratio in playgroup: 
1st visit:	 1/17
2nd visit:	 1/15
Number of half minutes of target children
observation in total: 	 144
Cognitive Challenge 
Play Activities 1 -> 12 High Challenge 	 64%
Play Activities 1 -> Low Challenge 	 19%LInscrutable	 I	 17%




Pair + Adult Interaction	 22%
Pair + Child Interaction	 22%
Large Group Parallel	 -
Language Utterances by Target Child
-
T.C. spoke to Child
T.C. spoke to P.G.L.
T.C. spoke to Adult on rota
T.C. spoke to itself (egocentric speech)
T.C. spoke to no-one
From the following page filled in by the pre-school teacher
in 1986 an impression can be gained of the curriculum being



































































Availability and frequency of use of materials and equipment in the
'Before 5 Centre' Montessori class which provided the highest level of
0 cognitive challenge for its children (2nd visit)
A
N.
y Ln Li) Ln in Ln in in Ln in c) 8 Ls) e In Ln Ln Ln Ln 0 in
rzi •;11 -41 -4I di .41 .41 -31 •41 Cr cll •zr v •:/4 %V -4. -31 cti •:14 V cr
4.)
-..,.
CI) c,) 1,1 re) ri el re) ri en rn ei re) in in in re) m m in in m
MINNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNeNN N
Z () G 0 e e e e C H H H () H 0 H () H C) H 01\--.
2 \ \ \ \ \ \ \ \ \ \ N \ \
Cl)
tx1





































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































At 11.13, at lunch time, a boy gives out mats to all
the children. One girl is still cleaning paint off the
easel while all the other children are sitting down.
"Barbara, is that the way to sit on a chair?" "Hands on
your knees everybody." A girl continues painting at the
easel. "Vivienne, can you give out the milk please?"
"Barbara Dennehy!" "No biscuits Andrew!" "Go out to the
kitchen and ask for some."
When new material is presented to the children, the
essential words are used, i.e. "This is a prism." "This
one is longer. This one is shorter.", and so forth. The
teacher, Mary, has done the Montessori course for three to
six year olds, the third year training course for six to
twelve year olds, and the extra year for special education
at Sion Hill. She did her teaching practice in Wicklow
where the children were aged three to nine, after which
they fed into the local primary school.
The beautiful map of the world is explained. It has
come from circular plastic disks which you draw around. It
starts with a globe of the world with the countries/
continents picked out with sandpaper so that the child can
feel them. It then progresses to a globe with different
countries in different colours. From there it moves on to
showing these countries in two dimensions on flat
cardboard; then on to playwood maps on two disks on a base
so that the maps of the countries are constructed like
jigsaws. Later, they take each country out and draw around
it on a piece of clean paper and colour it in. They finish
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the process by taking the two plastic discs to draw two
circles on their paper and then by taking the jigsaw piece
of each country, they draw around them (they have to judge
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by eye where to put 2t them 4 the paper). When all the
continents/countries are in their correct positions, they
colour them in and also colour or paint in the sea. The
names of the continents/counties are learned in the
process. They can go on to do the countries of Europe and
even the counties of Ireland in the same manner. The
colours of the continents are always the same. The children
copy the colours from the jigsaw bits when they are
colouring them in.
The Montessori method has been modified by this
teacher. She uses straws, jigsaws and plastic snap-together
blocks for example which are not, strictly speaking,
allowed. The non-Montessori equipment is used particularly
at the start of the year to train and discipline the
children. Unlike proponents of the strict Montessori
philosophy, she believes in Santa and books which concern
fantasy. Remarking that Montessori is outdated in her
recommendations on this issue, she quoted from her
experience by saying that she had told the children a story
about David who could fly. His mother had to lock him in
his bedroom with all the windows closed. Mary talked about
this story with her children and they all agreed that it
was only pretend. People, real people, cannot fly!
Everything was O.K. after that. She is, however, concerned
about children's stories that scare them. Even Red Riding
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Hood and the big bad wolf, which the children love, can
scare them. She deals with this by talking it through with
her class before she tells them the story. She does not
like playgroups, however she has only visited one, but
believes that there is "no system, no order in them". Her
National teacher friends were amazed when they saw her
teaching file and one or two of them came and visited her
in the classroom and were flabbergasted by what went on.
They were most impressed.
From notes taken on the second visit, 3 June, 1986.
At 11.00 a.m. the teacher is working with three girls
with the plywood cut out map of the world on a mat on the
floor.
"Catherine, can you show me Europe?" "Can you show me
Australia?" "Can you show me Europe and Australia?" "What
do we have here?"	 "This is the continent of Europe."
"This is the continent of Australia." "This is the
continent of South America." "Close your eyes everybody.
Which continent did I take away?" "Which did I take away,
Laura May?" "Australia." "Very good. Close your eyes"...
and so on with the other continents. It is interesting
that the average age of these children is only 4 years 2
months.
At 11.08, "Alright, tidy up your work now everybody."
Lunch follows.
It is explained by Mary that the children know that
they should put certain triangles into certain boxes
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because they are colour coded and that the spates of
sweeping and cleaning by all children are purely the result
of the notions they take. All the children wear overalls
which are provided by the centre and washed by the mothers.
Mary does not know the primary school teachers that the
children will be moving on to - linkages are non-existent.
At Sion Hill, where Mary did her training, the
teaching files which are compiled as part of the course are
fourfold: Language, Maths, Sensorial and Practical Files.
The students are required to demonstrate their practical
knowledge of each to a committee of lecturers.
The milk bottles were put on small mats for lunch and
the biscuits and milk are given out by the children. All
the children stand behind their chairs before they say
prayers. After lunch, the children are taken out to play
in the garden. There are large opening windows which give
access from each classroom to the outside. At the end of
the morning at 12.00, the secretary comes in and calls out
the names of those children whose parents are there. The
children then shake hands with the teacher and leave. The
children call out "Anseo" (I am here) when their names are
called.
From notes taken on the third visit, 21 June, 1990
The return visit to the "Before 5 Centre", on 21 June
1990, to visit Joanne found a number of changes.
At 10.58 Joanne rang a small bell and all the children
"froze".	 After one minute of complete silence, the




equipment had been washed and put away for the summer.
Joanne was very effective at questioning the children. The
following extract illustrates this. "James and Stephen
will give out the milk today. Push in your chairs now. Is
that your favourite job now? Or do you like giving out the
biscuits better? Will you come back and visit me Stephen?"
"I'll try and come back." "When is the new baby coming,
Stephen?" "In three more days." "In three more days -
that's close now." James and Stephen distribute the milk
and everybody has to say "Thank you" when they get it.
Joanne is a very good reader. She is also very musical and
sings a lot of songs. She spent the first part of the
morning cutting up silhouettes of the children's hands and
sticking them on a sheet of paper so that they could take
them home tomorrow.
Joanne is getting married soon, as is one of the other
teachers, and the community gave a kitchen party for the
two of them last night. "The parents went to a tremendous
amount of trouble - balloons and everything!" Next year,
Sister Renee is proposing to introduce a rota of parents on
observation. Two parents per classroom per day. They will
sit and observe up until the break and then Sister Renee
will talk to them all about what they have observed. This
will get over the objection that there is no parental
involvement. The three teaches are each paid 5,100 pounds
per year gross. They have enough equipment although they
would like to be able to buy more. Although initially more
expensive, Montessori equipment is very hardwearing unlike
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playgroup equipment which has to be constantly replaced.
The other two classrooms actually have sandpits built into
their floor but they have been covered in to give more
space. Joanne never engages in water or sand play as she
considers them too "messy". Very occasionally she will
deliberately involve the children in dramatic play.
However, when they are pouring rice, she has discovered
that they often pretend to be mothers and fathers and so
on. Joanne worked in the children's house in Dublin and
has spent periods in Finland before coming to Cork.
Lunch ends at 11.30 after the children have been to
the toilet. All the children are told to get into a circle
but actually they sit in three straight lines forming three
sides of a square with the teacher on the forth side.
Joanne begins. "Good morning." The children all repeat
"good morning". "What a happy day. It's a happy, happy
day. Good morning. It's a rainy day. It's a happy, happy
day." One little girl tells us about the baby spider that
lives by her cooker at home. Another child points to a
picture on the wall of an octopus. "Well, that's an
octopus. It's not really a spider", says Joanne. Later,
Joanne calls the roll and all the children answer "Anseo".
The target children in Joanne's class were cognitively
stretched for 89 out of a total of 113 half minutes.
There are problems with the organisation of the
'Before 5 Centre'. Funding from the Southern Health Board
is on a year-by-year basis and the Centre cannot plan ahead
on the basis of guaranteed support let alone increased
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support. The teachers are paid too little and hence, just
as they have gained some experience, they move on to more
financially rewarding employment. The Principal is not
paid and were it not for the support of the Presentation
Sisters there would be nobody to coordinate and plan the
development of the centre. The creche is run by an
enthusiastic young girl on the youth employment scheme but,
once again, employment is limited in time to the length of
the scheme and just as she has gained experience she will
have to be replaced by a new girl on the same scheme, if
costs are to be kept down. 	 Such a deprived community
should not have to provide for the centre's running costs.
There are other, smaller, problems. Ninety per cent
of the parents want their children to come in the mornings
and not the afternoons as they like to take the children
shopping after lunch. The teachers are much more tired in
the afternoons and do not perform as well. There is a
waiting list for the school of over seventy children even
though the catchment area is strictly defined and includes
only ln of private housing.
Despite the shortcomings, it must also be admitted
that the 'Before 5 Centre' is much richer than most
community playgroups - in terms of the pay of its staff and
its facilities - everything is relative. Nevertheless, for
the extra money, the children who attend are privileged to
receive the highest average level of cognitive challenge
(55 over the four year period of observation) of any pre-
school in the sample. The average for community playgroups
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was 221. Nor does language suffer, which is remarkable
considering the much worse staff-child ratio in the 'Before
5 Centre'. The target child on average spoke for 19'1 of
the total time in the latter compared with 22',4 for
community playgroups.
The fact that the teachers in the 'Before 5 Centre'
were each catering for 40 children a day makes this model
extremely cost effective. These teachers are far more
productive than the primary school teachers taking junior
infants whose children averaged 17 of total time on
cognitively stretching activities and who spoke to someone
for only 15 96 of the time (Horgan, 1987).
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SECTION 2: Analysis of Findings of the Target
Child Study
In Chapter Five it was stated that Target Child
Studies similar to this have been conducted in Cork city
and county with Junior Infant and Montessori classes. They
have also been undertaken in Oxfordshire (England) and
Miami (Florida). Hence, comparisons and contrasts between
their findings and those of this study are included where
relevant.
The case studies presented in the previous section
have shown how the nature of an institution has a direct
impact on the behaviour of the child within. Sylva et al
(1980) discuss how the children's behaviour in various
London day nurseries mirrored the organisation of the
centre. "Thus, children in a factory creche were organised
into almost "production line" routines, while children in
the creche of a hospital were sometimes treated like young
patients rather than healthy children" (p.130).
Observations in the twenty-four pre-school classes in Cork
city and county revealed how the children's behaviour was
circumscribed by various situational constraints. These
included the layout of the room and its contents, the
child-adult ratio, and especially the amount of structure
in the programme pursued.
In this context, structure implies a standardisation
and regularity of both activity and time. With regard to
the task structure, it is important to note that the
activity and materials, in the twenty-four classes studied,
369
were usually chosen by the children and were not imposed by
adults. This is in complete contrast to Horgan's (1987)
findings for fifteen junior infant classes in Cork city and
county primary schools. Hence, the general atmosphere was
one where freedom and choice on the part of the children
were a frequent occurrence. In community playgroups, for
example, there is usually freeplay where the children have
complete freedom of choice as to what to do, within the
limitations of the playgroup's equipment and space, up
until the mid-morning lunch time after which there are more
organised activities such as group work, reading stories
and the like.
Analysis of Findings of the Target Child Study
(1) Cognitive Challenge
The table over is a simplified version of the main
findings of this study regarding the activities of the
children observed and the cognitive challenge they were
subjected to. Before embarking on a discussion of these
facts in greater detail, it is interesting to recall the
most important conclusions reached by empirical researchers
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Chapter Four reviewed the cumulative body of knowledge
regarding play and education, which had its origins in the
theory of the philosopher, Plato. The many subsequent
theories including those of Comenius, Rousseau, Pestalozzi,
and notably Froebel, all searched for an educational theory
based on a psychological understanding of the child and the
appreciation of the sanctity of childhood. These
individuals repudiated an educational system which fed the
child with text-book pages. In contrast, they emphasised
the need for a child-centred curriculum, which would allow
for self activity, movement, creativity and happiness.
Through action on the external world of people and objects,
each child was to be allowed to unfold his nature at his or
her own pace. Hence, the infants' playfulness, exploration
and energy were finally seen as an indication of the self-
evolving unity of nature and mind in a dynamic universe.
In a similar vein, Montessori and Dewey castigated
traditional educational practice. Both sought liberty for
the child and freedom of choice and activity. However,
each stressed that this heuristic approach should be
accompanied by guidance and adult contact and supervision.
In more recent years, the importance of play in the child's
cognitive development has been addressed by many. The most
influential have been Piaget (1962), BrUner (1976), and
Sutton-Smith (1967). Piaget contended that the young child
develops his mental structures (schemata) through activity
and exploration of his environment. He stated that
manipulation with objects enables the child to become aware
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of similarities and differences among the objects he
encounters. This awareness is the start of true conceptual
thought. Nevertheless, Piaget believed that this playful
behaviour decreases as the child matures intellectually.
This stance has been challenged by Sutton-Smith who
believes that symbolic, playful and ritualistic behaviour
continues into adulthood.
Both Sutton-Smith and BrUner emphasised how
manipulative play "opened up thought" by enabling the child
to focus on means rather than ends. This play, involving
action with concrete objects, forms the first of Briiner's
three stages of cognitive development, i.e. enactive
coding. The other forms - iconic and symbolic coding -
develop later. Since these three separate stages are
hierarchical in order, the child's success at each level
influences his subsequent progress. Hence, both Piaget and
BrUner argue that the child cannot move towards abstract
structure and reasoning without a broad base of direct
sensory, dramatic and manipulative experience from which he
can generalise and extrapolate.
Most of the empirical studies discussed in Chapter
Four isolated play in some or all of these same areas as
being of seminal importance in the child's cognitive
maturation. Although manipulative play was found to be
important in the development of intellectual functioning,
the single most important type of playful behaviour to
emerge from the numerous studies was dramatic play. This
reaches its zenith in early childhood when the child is
373
aged between three and six years of age. Since this type
of play offers the child opportunities to practice imagery
and rehearse verbal skills, it has been valued as an
important cognitive skill (Singer, 1973; Hutt, 1979).
Dramatic play techniques and thematic play can be taught to
children. Several studies indicate the profound effects of
such tutoring. Children in playgroups which encouraged
thematic fantasy play and socio-dramatic play were
consistently superior to other control groups on most
cognitive tests (Johnson, 1976; 1982 et al). As thematic
fantasy play is not something which children begin of their
own volition, it has been suggested that adult intervention
is necessary (Saltz et al, 1977).
The observation of the 157 children, which was
undertaken, sought to investigate their activity in the
light of the aforementioned theories and studies. To
facilitate analysis of the children's behaviour, the Target
Child Observation Schedule (1977; modified by Jowett, 1981)
presents 42 activity categories. These are divided into
three main sections: Categories 1 to 12; Categories 13 to
28; Categories 29 to 42. Cognitive challenge can be
assessed in the first 28 of these categories. The final
group contains activities, the cognitive challenge of which
cannot be ascertained. These are labelled "Inscrutable".
The single most significant finding that emerged from
the Target Child Study of pre-school activities and their
cognitive challenge was the wide variety of time during
which children were engaged in cognitive activities in the
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different types of establishment observed (i.e. 55 of the
total time observed in home playgroups to 67W4 in the
'Before Five Centre'). Of this high challenging activity
ranged from 55 9s in the 'Before Five Centre' to a low of
21%91- in the Mother and Toddler Group. Nevertheless, within
each category there were marked differences. In Community
Playgroup No. 1 (the best) high challenge activities
4-3q.
amounted to of the total time while in Community
Playgroup No. 2 (the worst) the children spent no time at
high challenging activities. Since the initial focus of
inquiry in this study was the child's intellect and it's
development, a detailed analysis of the child's behaviour
during this period of cognitive challenge follows.
The dramatic, manipulative and experiential learning
which is so vital for the cognitive development of young
children was allocated to categories 1 to 12.
As already mentioned, these activity categories
included:
1. Play with large scale equipment (e.g. boxes, planks);
2. Physical movement without apparatus or with fixed or
moveable equipment;
3. Manipulation of miniature representational objects
(e.g. doll's houses); and
4. Unstructured materials (e.g. sand, discontinuous
materials).
Small scale construction with bricks and paper, play with
structured materials (e.g. jig-saws), musical and artistic
activities and pretend play were also encompassed by these
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categories.
Analysis of the observations in Community Playgroups
revealed that children spent over half of all their time
engaged in these twelve types of activity (see bar graphs -
categories 1 to 12 for Community Playgroups at the
beginning of this chapter, pp. 257 and 258). The same
applied to the rest of the groups studied where the
percentages were approximately the same. The greatest
difference between the groups emerges when intellectually
stimulating play is looked at. Less than half of the total
play was deemed to challenge the children in Community and
Mother and Toddler groups. The Home Playgroups had 26%
high challenge and 26% low challenge play while the Pre-
schools and Travelling Children and the 'Before Five
Centre' surpassed all others in terms of the frequency of
highly cognitively challenging play observed.
It is worth noting the huge difference between these
results and those of Horgan (1987) in her study of junior
infant classes in primary schools in Cork city and county.
Here the children spent 70% of their time engaged in
activities that contained no visible challenge compared
with 45% for Home Playgroups which were the worst type of
pre-school institution in this study. As regards highly
challenging free-play activities (as defined by categories
1-12) the junior infants only engaged in these for 8% of
their time compared with 19% for the Community Playgroups
which were the worst type of pre-school concerning this
category in this study. Other forms of highly challenging
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3R behaviour were recorded under the activity code
categories 13 to 28. In this study, this was mainly
comprised of looking at books and there is obvious scope
for improvement here. However, Horgan's 9% of Challenging
3R activities were equalled by the figures for travelling
children and exceeded in the 'Before Five Centre'. This
result is surprising as one would imagine that primary
school classes would do well at this.
Table Twenty-two illustrates how time was spent on 3R
work in Community Playgroups, Mother and Toddler groups,
Home playgroups, Pre-schools for Travelling Children and
the 'Before Five Centre' respectively. It is interesting
to compare these findings with Miami and Oxford and
Oxfordshire where only 3.4% and 0.6% of total time was
spent in 3R activity respectively (Sylva et al, 1980).
All the above are encompassed under the broad heading
of pre-reading, pre-writing and pre-maths activities. The
amount of time spent looking at books in the Montessori
'Before Five Centre' (5.84%) compares very favourably with
Horgan's (1987) findings for junior infant classes where
the children undertook this activity for only 0.58% of the
total observed time. The interview session with the
twenty-four teachers of the target children revealed the
low regard in which the Three Rs activities were
universally held for this age of child despite at times a
lot of parental pressure to the contrary. The results of
the nationwide survey (see Section Three) substantiated
this.
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In total, in all the five different types of
establishment three Rs activities only accounted for
between 2% and 10% of the time each week. However, the
children were frequently allowed the choice of structured
or unstructured equipment and a choice of activity. This
contrasts completely with Horgan's findings for junior
infant classes in Cork city and county where the children
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Between one third to one half of class time involved
inscrutable behaviour. Over half of this was concerned
with adult-led group activity, tidying up, lunch time,
directed movement and watching others. Beneficial though
these activities were, they cannot be said to stimulate the
child to any great extent. Even if one were to concede
that such behaviour contained some level of cognitive
stimulation, it could hardly be equated with the high
challenge and rich stimulation which many influential
researchers and educationalists, including Piaget, Brilner
and Johnson, have seen to accrue from direct sensory
experience by the child. Nevertheless, it was a pleasure
to observe that the majority of activities which they
undertook did not presuppose Braner's second and third
stages of cognitive development, i.e. iconic and symbolic
coding. Piaget and Braner and many others agree that a
broad base of direct dramatic sensory, and manipulative
experience is a prerequisite to understanding abstract
concepts, and this order of presentation was adhered to in
the majority of the pre-schools visited.
Considering that dramatic play was isolated in the
review of the literature as the single most important type
of playful behaviour embraced by this age group, it was
especially disheartening to find that a negligible amount
of time (2% of the total time observed in community
playgroups, for example) was spent on any form of dramatic
activity. Moreover, dramatic play tutoring and thematic
fantasy play were not observed in any pre-school. However,
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dramatic play was considered important by a number of the
adult pre-school leaders as evidenced in their answers to
the Questionnaire (see Section Three at the end of this
chapter, p.411).
A comparison of the findings of this study with those
of the Oxfordshire Centres sheds further light. Sylva et
a/ (1980) isolated the overall size of the centre and the
relative number of adults as one of the most influential
determinants of activities therein. They divided their
centres into those with "good" staff to child ratios (i.e.
1:8, 1:9, 1:10) and those with "excellent" ones (1:5, 1:6,
1:7). The adults included in these categories were paid
staff members, student teachers or volunteer helpers who
served at least two sessions per week. In this way, they
compared nursery schools, nursery classes and playgroups
according to the staffing ratios in each type of centre.
With regard to outdoor play and domestic activities such as
washing, eating and drinking, there was no apparent
difference. Major differences emerged, however, when the
indoor sessions were compared. It was found that centres
with 'excellent' ratios specialise more in small scale
construction, structured materials and art. Their study had
also isolated these as being the most intellectually
challenging activities. Centres with ratios that were
categorised as being 'good' had higher proportions of
unstructured activity such as manipulation, rough-and-
tumble play and pretend. Those with the poorest ratios
were found to concentrate more on adult-led activities
which was a means of preserving both order and the adults
patience. The pattern that emerges from the findings of
381
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this study can be seen from the following table. Excellent
A
staff ratios give rise to more work with structured
materials and more small-scale construction otherwise the
results contradict the Oxford research.
The target child studies conducted in Oxford and Miami
concentrated primarily on children in playgroups and other
pre-school settings and hence their findings are directly
comparable with the findings of this study. A comparison
of Cork community playgroups, Cork junior infants and
['Table 21+3
playgroups in Oxfordshire and Miami follows. This presents
A
the percentages of the total time spent in 'goal
structured', 'loosely structured' and 'passive' activities.
it shows how children in Irish community playgroups engage
in considerably more 'goal structured' activity than the
others. The average staff/child ratios vary considerably
(in Oxford the ratio approximated 1:7; Miami, 1:12; Cork
junior infants, 1:30; and Cork community playgroups, 1:7)
and this would appear to have little effect on the degree
of goal structured activity adopted. This contradicts the
findings from the previous table. The pattern for loosely-
structured activities indicates that playgroups differ from
primary schools. This in turn effects the percentages
recorded in the passive/non-engaged type activities, which
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Analysis of the activities that challenge children in the
four studies is very informative. Despite the differences
in location, type of school and cultural background, the
consistency of findings in this respect is enlightening.
Results from Oxfordshire, Miami and Cork clearly elucidate
the great similarity which exists between intellectually
stimulating activities in each setting. The table below
presents the rank order of the various action categories
according to yield of cognitive challenge.
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TABLE TWENTY-FIVE
Activities that challenge and those that do not
in Cork, Miami and Oxfordshire 








































































































The fact that these types of material and tasks afford
cognitive challenge to the children observed in the three
countries should be of benefit to teachers and parents and,
indeed, to everybody who is concerned with the intellectual
growth of young children. However, pre-school teachers
wishing to promote cognitive challenge need to know which
specific activities enhance it and which activities detract
from it. In this respect, the following table, compiled
from the coding sheets of the 78 target children observed
in the community playgroups highlights the activities which
were found to give High, Moderate and Low Challenge and
should be of help to the practitioner. The observed
concentration span is shown but must not be confused with
high challenge. It is possible to concentrate on an
activity but yet not to be cognitively stretched by it.
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TABLE TWENTY-SIX
A Sample of Activities which give rise to a high or low
level of cognitive challenge with 3-5 year old children
(Taken from observations of 78 target children in
eleven Community Playgroups)




Building with wooden bricks
Playing with model animals
Cutting out shapes and sticking
them to paper
Completing an alphabet jigsaw
Making a Lego car
Comparing, enlarging, shortening








MODERATE YIELD (judged to be of
high cognitive challenge)
Building with wooden bricks
Putting plastic numbers in order
Kicking ball to knock down
skittles
Building with stickle bricks
'Reading' picture book
Making pegboard patterns









LOW YIELD (judged to be of low
cognitive challenge)
Cutting up a magazine
playing with Playdough
Doing 'easy'	 jigsaws





The degree to which three to five year old children can
concentrate can be seen from the following table. The
superiority of the Montessori method over the Playgroup
method in this respect is evidentatitaaas.M.rei-VyA...44,5
even.....meNr.e-ualar,Irceel when one considers that the most deprived
(and potentially hyperactive) children studied were in the




Number of Target Children who concentrated for at least four
minutes on one activity, to the exclusion
of all else, in each type of pre-school 
Community Playgroups	 (n = 11)
43 out of 78 children (55.128%) concentrated for at least four
minutes on one thing during their 20 minute observation.
Home Playgroups	 (n = 8)
28 out of 44 children (63.636%) concentrated for at least 4
minutes on one thing during their 20 minute observation.
Pre-Schools for Travelling Children	 (n = 2)	 [Montessori]
8 out of 15 children (53.33%) concentrated for at least 4 minutes
on one thing during their 20 minute observation.
'Before Five Centre'	 (n = 3)	 [Montessori]
10 out of 13 children (76.92%) concentrated for at least 4 minutes
on one thing during their 20 minute observation.
For those teachers wishing to promote concentration as a
skill, the following table will be of interest. Notice




The High and Low Challenge Activity which provided the highest level 
of concentration in four different types of Pre-school 
COMMUNITY PLAYGROUP (n = 11) CONCENTRATION SPAN
Playing with water (judged to be of
high cognitive challenge)




HOME PLAYGROUPS (n = 8)
SPutting red beads into a special tram-
(judged to be of high cognitive
challenge)
Playing with plasticine (judged to be
of low cognitive challenge)
13% minutes
8% minutes
PRE-SCHOOLS FOR TRAVELLING CHILDREN
(n = 2)
Joining straws together (judged to be
of high cognitive challenge)




BEFORE FIVE CENTRE (n = 3)
Spooning dry peas from one dish to
another (judged to be of high
cognitive challenge)
Matching triangles to different boxes




To summarise, the 157 children observed in this study
were being cognitively stretched for approximately one
quarter of the time if they were in a playgroup and for
approximately one half of the time if they were in a
Montessori setting. 3R activities were limited to less
than two and a half percent of the total observation time
in the playgroups and less than six percent in the
Montessori classes. Between one third to one half of class
time involved inscrutable behaviour which could not be
assessed for cognitive challenge and it was found that the
staff/child ratio has little effect on the types of
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activity that children engage in. The children in Cork
Community Playgroups spend a much greater percentage of
time in goal structured activity than do their counterparts
in Oxfordshire and Miami and there is a remarkable
consistency in the play activities that provide the highest
and lowest levels of cognitive challenge for three to five
year old children in England, Ireland and America.
Further information concerning cognitive challenge can
be gleaned from a perusal of the graphs, charts and
statistics contained in the first section of this chapter
and in the appendices.
The most striking conclusion to this section is that
the Montessori method of teaching young children is the
best for providing them with the highest level of cognitive
challenge - far greater than the method used in junior
infant classes or playgroups. This is not directly the
result of class size, as there were up to twenty children
in each of the 'Before 5 Centre' classes; nor was it the
result of the length of time spent in teacher training
where the junior infant class teachers would have received
the longest. Rather it was the result of a highly
structured environment which was very carefully planned by
those responsible. There was also a difference in attitude
which is most likely linked with the type and quality of
initial and in-service training. Horgan's (1987) study
shows that many junior infant teachers lack enthusiasm for
their work.	 Most of the playgroup leaders, although
enthusiastic, adopted a laissez-faire approach whereas the
391
Montessori teachers were enthusiastically putting into
effect a highly structured, although child centred,
programme. With the Montessori teachers experience does
not appear to make much difference as the two teachers of
the pre-schools for travelling children had the most
experience of any in the sample and those in the 'Before 5
Centre' almost the least. It is interesting to note that
the most cognitively challenging community playgroup
(Number 1) was also the most structured. The structure of
the curriculum would therefore seem to correlate highly
with the enhancement of a child's intellectual development.
(2) Social Behaviour
Before discussing these results, a cursory glance at
the principal findings of research in this area, which was
presented in Chapter Four, is necessary. Therein, it was
shown how the role of play as a socialising agent in
society has long been appreciated. On the one hand,
philosophers such as Plato recognised the value of play as
a means of maintaining the status quo, while its ability to
not alone maintain but also to form society has been
acknowledged by researchers such as Reiseman (1953) and
Bettleheim (1964). More recently, its effects on child
development have been documented. Braner, for example,
commented on the need for peer group play and social
interaction. Furthermore, he stressed the disruptive effect
that a denial of such opportunity has on the child's
development. Similarly, Piaget (1962) saw social play as
392
a concomitant of intellectual development in young
children. The cognitive complexity of play in various
social groupings has been reviewed in Chapter Four. It was
found that cooperative activity was important for
intellectual development (Piaget, 1962). Parten's
hierarchical stages of social maturity were also reviewed.
Although this study (Parten, 1932) had indicated that
solitary play was engaged in by the least mature children,
Moore et al (1974) and Roper et al (1978) have refuted this
assertion. Their recent studies state that solitary play
involves independent, task-orientated behaviour which
testifies to the child's courage to play in this way.
Subsequently, Rubin et al (1976; 1978; 1982) highlighted
the importance of solitary dramatic play and analysed the
various levels of cognitive complexity of social play.
3
Rubin et al (1982) indicated that mo
n
 t three and four year
olds move from solitary to group play directly. Periods of
predominantly parallel play were seen to be indicative of
social and cognitive immaturity.
As has been noted already, the present study used six
codes to describe the child's social position during
observations. If he saw passively while waiting or
watching the pre-school leader, or if he was involved in an
activity (for example, tracing in his Maths workbook) which
was being pursued simultaneously by the remainder of the
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Any interaction on the part of the child, whether in the
form of a response, a question, a comment, a nod or even a
hand being raised, altered his social code to 'large group
interaction'. This was also the code used if the child was
involved in a class repetition (for example, while singing,
reading nursery rhymes, Irish language phrases, and so
forth).
Whenever there was an interaction between the teacher
and the target child, the 'pair' code was used. This was
also utilised when the target child spoke with another
child or interacted with him in any way (e.g. if he looked
into his copy or tickled him), even while still a member of
one of the 'group' settings. The final code, 'alone',
indicated that the child's activity or setting was removed
from the general pattern. It was used during directed
movement and cruising sequences. Although Piaget, BrUner
et a/ have stressed the importance of social collaboration
for the development of intellectual functioning, this study
found that children in the twenty-four pre-school classes
visited spent approximately 45% of their time alone. The
next most popular setting was the 'pair' category. This
amounted to approximately 43% of the total time observed
and contained more than twice the amount of adult/child
compared with child/child contact. (The only pre-schools
to differ significantly from this were the pre-schools for
travelling children where the 'pair' category accounted for
54'% of the time. [see appendices]).
It was decided to study the cognitive challenge of the
395
behaviour observed in each type of social group.
Unfortunately, this analysis had to be confined to those
activity categories which could be judged 'high' or 'low'
on challenge (i.e. categories 1 to 12 and those categories
that were high challenge by definition). The results are
presented in the table below. This would suggest that the
greatest cognitive challenge is afforded by the child-child
pair and child-adult pair interaction settings. Moreover,
this is consistent with the research findings mentioned
above which indicate that, notwithstanding solitary play
behaviour, children's most stimulating play activity occurs
in small groups of less than six children.
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TABLE THIRTY
Social Settings and Cognitive Challenge 
(for 11 Community Playgroups only)
(based on 2,656 half minutes of observed behaviour)
High Challenge	 Low Challenge
% Absolute % Absolute
Alone 35 255 65 479
Pair Interaction
(child-child)
44 145 56 187
Pair Interaction
(child-adult)
40 149 60 223
Large Group Parallel
(incl.interaction)
19 24 81 105
The 'Inscrutable' elements of cognitive challenge which account for
1,098 minutes are not included in the above table.
The degree of cognitive challenge afforded by
different social settings is obviously of great importance
to pre-school teachers. Further analysis showed that the
small group interaction spoken of so highly by Moore et al
(1974) and Roper et al (1978), occurred when the children
were playing in a certain way. The following table, for
Community and Home Playgroups only, shows the types of
activity and the lengths of interaction found to be most
beneficial. It is interesting that the longest period of
social interaction observed in the entire research occurred
when the children were engaged in "pretend" play so beloved
by Smilansky (1968) and others mentioned in Chapter Four.
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TABLE THIRTY-ONE
List of Activities which brought about
child/child interaction for at least 3 minutes 
Length of
Interaction
Age Type of Pre-
school
Activity








3 minutes 3.3 Community P.G. Tucking each
other into
'bed'.
3 minutes 4.0 Community P.G. Pretend
fighting with
friends.
4 minutes 4.0 Community P.G. Kicking ball
with friends.
3 minutes 3.3 Home P.G. Playing with a
Lego tower
with friend.
7 minutes 3.4 Home P.G. Playing with a
doll with
friend.
Rather than presenting the many brief encounters
observed, the following table highlights the raw statistics
showing how little children interacted with each other in




Children's Interaction with Each Other in
Each Type of Pre-school 
COMMUNITY PLAYGROUPS
11 out of 78 children (14.103%) interacted with each other for at
least 2 minutes continuously during their 20 minute observation.
HOME PLAYGROUPS
5 out of 44 children (11.3654%) interacted with each other for at
least 2 minutes continuously during their 20 minute observation.
PRE - SCHOOLS FOR TRAVELLING CHILDREN
The longest recorded child/child interaction was of one minute's
duration and there were only two occasions when this occurred.
BEFORE FIVE CENTRE
2 out of 13 children (15.38%) interacted with each other for at
least 2 minutes continuously during their 20 minute observation.
It is remarkable that of the 78 children observed in
Community Playgroups for a total of 2,656 half minutes,
only eleven interacted continuously with each other for two
minutes or more on any occasion. If the social development
of the young child is to be taken seriously much will have
to be done to improve this situation. This is especially
so when it is considered that only 44% of child/child
interactions result in a high level of cognitive challenge
(see Table Thirty, "Social Settings and Cognitive
Challenge", p.397).
Interaction with adults, which is another important
aspect of a child's development, can be seen from the
statistics at the start of this chapter to have taken 26%
of the total observed time in Community Playgroups.
However, the previous table "Social Settings and Cognitive
Challenge" showed that only two-fifths of these
399
interactions resulted in high cognitive challenge for the
child. Much of the adult interaction with children that
goes on in the pre-school is concerned with giving
directions, handing them toys, telling them that they are
"good", cleaning them up and telling them stories. Only
occasionally does an adult sit down with a child and talk
and question it in such a way as to make it think.
The layout of the pre-school classrooms were all
conducive to child-centred activity and in no case were
formal rows of heavy desks found as in the multi-class
situation in Horgan's (1987) study. It was noticed that
other classroom furniture such as free-standing tables,
book shelves, nature tables and the occasional sand table
were generally arranged in linear progression along an
accommodating wall. Generally a considerable effort had
been made to divide the classrooms into corners or secluded
areas (for example, home corners, discovery areas, book
corners) which would foster the experimentation and small
group activity which empirical research advocates so
strongly. In their interviews, pre-school leaders
indicated that they considered such organisation to be
completely normal and hardly worthy of comment.
In summary, therefore, the main finding regarding
social play and social groupings in the pre-school
classrooms visited was the fact that children played alone
for half the total time that they spent there. Interaction
with other children was infrequent. This is interesting
since studies of children's free play behaviour have
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indicated that similar parallel play is indicative of
social and cognitive immaturity. When the play observed in
the various social settings was analysed, it was found that
the "pair (child-child)" and the "pair (child-adult)"
social groupings accompanied the most cognitively
stimulating play. This finding was consistent with the
empirical studies undertaken in this area. Finally, social
interaction in the pre-school tends to be of short
duration, less than two minutes, and most of it is of low
cognitive challenge.
(3) Language
It is important to view these and the other findings
regarding the language of the target children in the light
of the importance which has been ascribed to this area by
previous studies. Studies of social play with language in
young children have been conducted by Weir (1962),
Chukovsky (1963), Johnson (1972), Garvey (1977) et a/.
Early play with sounds has been observed to develop into
play with the linguistic system which is poetic
exploitation of the function of language. This in turn
develops into interactive language play and play with
conversation. These researchers have observed how the
sequential advancement and maturation of this word play
duplicates the developmental stages on the cognitive front.
Elkonin (1971) stated that just as the mastery of objective
reality requires the establishment of a connection between
activity and objects, so also is activity with language
401
necessary for its mastery. Vygotsky (1962), Luria (1963),
Luria and Yudovich (1971) et al have contended that words
not only express thought but are also of seminal importance
for its formation. The child's play with language has been
said to develop this metalinguistic awareness (Cazden,
1976) which in turn has been isolated as one of the
essential preconditions of future literacy. (See Chapter
Four for a more comprehensive review of these studies.)
In this study, each social setting observed was
accompanied by various levels and quantities of language.
The analysis of talk in pre-school classes was a modest
undertaking. It was based on the hand recorded notes which
were taken simultaneously with observations, and also on
the results of an Interaction Analysis Schedule which was
completed in each classroom during a randomly-selected
twenty minute period. (Activities whose inherent nature
would limit language utterances, e.g. periods of story-
telling, were excluded). Although its limitations must be
acknowledged, the findings in this section, nevertheless,
present an interesting picture of the frequency and the
nature of speech in the pre-school classes observed.
The main linguistic finding to emerge from the target
child study was the small percentage of time during which
children actually spoke. In all, this was less than 22% of
all the time observed. Interestingly, however, they are
doing better than the children in Horgan's junior infant
classes where they only spoke on average for 15% of the
total time. Play with the linguistic system was as rare as
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the 5 96 utterances of ego-centric speech recorded.
The target child schedule allowed two main types of
speech to be studied. The first type contained "language
utterances" which were subsequently categorised according
to content. These included four types of initiation to
other children and three to the teacher. Instances of ego-
centric speech and responses to teacher-posed questions
were grouped separately. The second type of language
recorded was "dialogue". This was defined as a three (or
more) turn sequence which had a minimal structure equal to
A -B; B -A; A-B; and where the topic was identical or similar
throughout all the three turns, with each contribution
expanding on the last. For example, child A might say,
"look at my picture", to which child B would reply "What
is it?" and receive an answer such as "It's my dog, Sandy".
Analysis of all the half-minute time cells which contained
dialogue of this type or indeed any form of utterance on
the part of the child revealed just how scarce these two
types of communication were in the pre-school classes
studied. The total number of sustained conversations of
three minutes or more duration which took place in
Community Playgroups during 2,656 half-minutes or




List of Activities which were associated with the Target Child
speaking for three minutes or more 
Time Speaking Age Activity
1. 4 minutes 5.2 Constructing model car from
bricks.
2. 3 minutes 4.0 Playing with jigsaw.
3. 5 minutes 3.3 Playing with model animals and
talking to himself.
4. 3% minutes 4.1 Constructing building from
wooden bricks and talking to the
friend who was helping him.
5. 3% minutes 4.4 Building with stickle bricks.
6. 6 minutes 4.0 Talking into a brick
'microphone'.
7. 3 minutes 4.1 Painting (unstructured)
Note: Unless otherwise indicated, the above were all occasions of a
sustained dialogue between an adult and the target child.
In Community Playgroups, stories were often read by
the playgroup leader. These tended to stop if anyone was
disruptive and did not start again until the culprit was
quiet. This cannot be said to foster cognitive challenge,
or linguistic competence, to any great extent and only does
so when searching questions are asked by the adult. One of
the teachers in the 'Before 5 Centre' (Joanne) was very
good at this as was the best community playgroup leader,
Mary (see case studies of Community Playgroup No. 1 and the
'Before Five Centre'). It must be acknowledged, however,
that such strategies do not promote discipline and hence it
was found that stories dominated large group gatherings in
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the after-lunch sessions in all the pre-schools that were
visited.
As already indicated, in community playgroups a total
of 226 of all the half minutes recorded contained language
utterances by individual target children. About one third
of these were addressed to other children and a half were
utterances to an adult. The remainder of this time was
divided between responses to the teacher's questions and
ego-centric/self speech.
The results of the Interaction Analysis Schedules
offer a slightly more elaborate picture of the nature of
language in the pre-school settings (see table below). On
average, the teacher spoke for 41%; of the total time. Most
of this consisted of lecturing (telling stories) or telling
children what to do. Silence or "background noise", where
the children were playing but not talking, reigned for 5196
of the total time observed.
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TABLE THIRTY-FOUR
Interesting Facts concerning Language in Pre-School

















instruction 28% 30% 28%% 21%%
Teacher
(PGL)
questions 11% 9% 9% 8%
Teacher
(PGL)




responds 7% 7% 5% 10%
Pupil
(child)
volunteers 1% 1% 8% 0%
Silence of
background
noise 51% 50% 49%% 60%t
One of the most important statistics concerns the frequency
of questioning by the pre-school teacher. However, the
table fails to address the important matter of the quality
of questioning. Questions like "Are you alright Johnny?"
It	 .
are quantatively different from "Why do you think it
A
rains?" It is this researcher's impression from examining
the coding sheets of the target children that most of the
adult posed questions fell into the former category - the
banal kind that were not designed to be cognitively
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stretching. As previously stated, an absence of dialogue
and play with language was recorded by the target child
observation and the Interaction Analysis Schedule.
Considering that researchers including Vygotsky, Luria and
Cazden concur that these activities promote language
mastery, cognitive maturity and metalinguistic awareness,
it is clear that this is an area that requires further
attention.
In this study it would not be permissible to relate
this linguistic famine to the teacher pupil ratio. Sylva
et al remarked on the influence of staff ratio on
children's conversations and social relationships. They
found that children in centres with excellent ratios (1:5,
1:5, 1:7) as opposed to good ratios (1:8, 1:9, 1:10) were
more prone to conversation and spoke less to one another
but twice as much with staff members.
However, the children spoke just as much in the
'Before 5 Centre' classes with an adult/child ratio of
20:1 as in the best home playgroup with a ratio of 3:2.
In conclusion, therefore, the most important finding
to emerge from the study of language in the twenty-four
pre-schools was the fact that children rarely communicated
verbally. Dialogue was almost non-existent and children's
questions were very sparse. In contrast, the pre-school
teacher lectured or told children what to do for 41 5's of the
total time observed while silence or "background noise" of
the children playing but not actually speaking was recorded
in a further 51 9,5 of the time units.
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(4) Play and Creativity and (5) Play and Physical Development
In this section, the findings of the target child
study in the areas of creative and physical activity are
presented. These are based on the results of the activity
code categories 1 to 12 which included gross motor play and
play with various types of equipment which lend themselves
to exploration and investigation. In conjunction with the
more systematic recordings which were made of the target
children, incidental notes which were taken on the creative
and gross motor activities of their classmates are also
reviewed here.
The exploration which precedes play with structured,
musical and artistic materials has been isolated as a
correlate of creativity (Pepler, 1982). In the same way,
the flexibility of behaviour resultant from this
exploration has been shown to facilitate the development of
divergent thought and problem solving abilities (BrUner,
1972;	 Sutton-Smith, 1979;	 Smith and Simon, 1984).
Furthermore, the importance of symbolic object play and
pretend play in the development of divergent thought and
creativity has revealed itself in the majority of studies
reviewed (Dansky, 1980; Lieberman et al, 1965).
It is clear that the first twelve activity code
categories embody behaviour which fosters creativity,
dealing as they do with the manipulation and exploitation
of structured and unstructured art and craft and musical
materials, toys and pretend play situations. As already
discussed, the findings of the target child study revealed
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that these twelve types of behaviour were pursued for just
56% of the total recorded time in the case of community
playgroups. Of this, manipulation of structured and
discontinuous materials amounted to 30% which was in sharp
contrast with the 5% found by Horgan in junior infant
classrooms.
Unfortunately, much of the creative potential of these
situations was sacrificed due to the settings in which they
occurred. The travelling boy with his wind turbine made
from straws cited in the case study shows the type of
creativity that can be achieved.
The make-believe and symbolic object play, both of
which have been lauded for their creative potential, were
equally neglected (4% in community playgroups). The
pretend play observed was not adult-initiated - usually
going unnoticed by the adults present. Unfortunately, on
the rare occasions when it was observed, it tended to be
classed as disruptive/defiant behaviour.
Compared with the six areas already outlined, art
appeared to be well catered for. Nevertheless, in terms of
overall time it was recorded for only 7% of total observed
time. Most art found expression through the use of paint,
crayons, plasticine or playdough. Sometimes the colour of
the playdough was restricted (in one playgroup everybody
was given green playdough, for example) and the variety of
poster paint colours was nearly always restricted to four
or five. Three-quarters of art activity was of low
cognitive challenge (see Statistics and Graphs at the start
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of this chapter and in the appendices).
Physical (gross motor) play is important for the
child's general well-being. Studies professing its
importance in physical, emotional, social and intellectual
development have been reviewed in Chapter Four (Groos,
1898; Isaacs, 1932; Piaget, 1962; McKenzie, 1974; et
al). Observation of the children in the various groups
provided little insight into the various physical
activities undertaken owing to the dearth of them. Only
three percent of total time was spent in Gross Motor Play.
This was largely because the nature of the premises was
such that they did not have room for children to run
around.
In summary, Bailey's remark that
"Physical fitness as expressed by
aerobic power is a decreasing function
of age from the time children get
behind a desk in schools."
[Bailey, 1972, p.171
can be extended backwards to include pre-school experience
as well.
410
SECTION 3: Results from the Questionnaires
The twenty-four pre-school personnel who were visited
completed a questionnaire as part of the case study in 1986
and 1990. The 1990 results for these playgroups are set
out in Appendix Twelve. Little difference emerged when the
1986 and the 1990 results were compared and hence only the
latter are reviewed. The results are broadly in line with
those from the Nationwide Survey set out below.
In 1990, one hundred copies of the same questionnaire
were sent to a random sample of the members of the Irish
Pre-school Playgroups Association throughout the twenty-six
counties. Unfortunately, despite the enclosure of a
stamped addressed envelope for the reply, only thirty-nine
out of the hundred returned the completed questionnaire.
The nature of the response meant that the results could not
be interpreted as representative of the total population
and hence it was not considered necessary, or wise, to
subject the data to rigorous statistical analysis. Indeed,
the most that can be said of these results is that they add
a further strand of evidence to the picture that has been
built up so far. The response consisted of the following
returns: twenty-two from Home Playgroups; twelve from
Community Playgroups; two from Pre-schools for Travelling
Children; two from Montessori Schools and one from a
Mother (parent) and Toddler Group. The detailed results
for the Community and Home playgroups can be found in
Appendix Thirteen.	 It was not considered necessary to
analyse the others.
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Summarising the returns for the Community and Home
Playgroups, it is interesting that approximately twenty-
five percent of the playgroup leaders have degrees from
recognised universities; that between half and three-
quarters have taken the I.P.P.A. ten week introductory
course and about one-third have taken other pre-school
courses and qualifications; that four-fifths of the
playgroup leaders are mothers in their middle thirties with
an average of three children each; and that there are
usually two adults present in each Community Playgroup and
one adult present in each Home Playgroup. (The latter are
obviously ignoring the I.P.P.A. safety guidelines.) The
average length of time spent as playgroup leader in one
playgroup is four years.
The number of children in Community Playgroups is
approximately fifteen and in Home Playgroups eleven.
Obviously, the staff/student ratio is better in the former.
About half make use of a timetable each day and three-
quarters vary the seating. As was mentioned in Chapter
Five, the half that made use of the timetable can be viewed
as possibly having a stronger "Classification" (in
Berstein's sense) in that pre-school activities would be
more clearly demarcated so that, for example, all the
children might be expected to play with playdough; then
paint and then listen to a story.
The seating patterns reflected to some extent the pre-
school teacher's notion of Bernstein's "Frame". The three-
quarters that moved their furniture around may have been
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doing so in order to vary the activities of the children in
their playgroup. Framing is said to be weak when the
children have complete choice as to what to do in contrast
to strong framing where the pre-school teacher would
dictate exactly what happened. As playgroups are supposed
to be child centred, one would expect to find weak framing
and weak classification. From the results of this study,
this is obviously only partially true.
The curriculum, as perceived by the playgroup leaders,
can be seen from the tables showing the availability and
frequency of use of materials. It is noteworthy that a
great deal of use was made by all playgroups of small floor
blocks and other small scale construction materials.
Material for painting was even more popular as were books
and children's stories. Structured materials, puzzles,
jigsaws, shape matching and so forth were used extensively
as were scale version toys. Manipulative materials such as
clay and playdough complete the picture. Least used were
woodwork equipment and visual aids. These perceptions of
the playgroup leaders broadly match the observed findings
from the case studies where scale version toys,
manipulation, small scale construction, structured
materials and art were found to be the basis of the
curriculum.
It is edifying to see that the playgroup leaders
perceive their approaches and strategies in their pre-
school to be mostly child centred as they all rate child-




Structured and Unstructured Play Activities are also used
frequently, which is borne out by observed behaviour in the
case studies, but conversely they say that Make Believe and
Drama is used frequently which certainly was not borne out
by observation. They further state that the use of games
with pre-determined rules and observational walks and
visits with children is not frequent and this was observed
to be true in the case study playgroups.
With respect to the attitude section of the
questionnaire, the playgroup leaders agree and disagree
strongly on a number of points. Physical and social
development are, in their opinion, strongly promoted
through play. They agree that space is important in
running a playgroup and they strongly disagree with the
teaching of the rudiments of reading and writing and that
language is more important than emotional
Again, the lack of 3R teaching was borne out
research.
The open-ended section of the Questionnaire produced
a variety of responses ranging from a large number of
comments being made by some individuals to little or
nothing by others. There was a general feeling that not
enough recognition was being given by those in government
to the important work that playgroups were doing. In 1990,
the Childcare Bill had not yet become an Act (this occurred
in 1991) and many raised the spectre of children being
mistreated because of a lack of registration and
inspection. This is still the case as the Minister has
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chosen not to implement the sections of the Childcare Act
that pertain to these procedures (1993). The lack of
liaison between playgroups and the junior infant classes of
the national schools was mentioned as was the restructuring
of the Junior Infant Curriculum to fit in more closely with
that of playgroups. Some thought that the school starting
age should be raised to five, thereby allowing children to
spend more time in playgroups (legally children do not
start compulsory schooling until they are six, but in
reality 65% of the four-year-olds are to be found in
national school). They also stressed the need for much
more money to be devoted to the training of pre-school
personnel if the children were to reap the full benefits of
their early childhood education. A system should be worked
out so that the grants that were sometimes made by the
health boards should be seen to be fair. Many community
playgroups found that involving parents on the rota was a
big problem. They also felt that a greater number of
I.P.P.A. regional advisors should be appointed and paid for
by the health boards. [At present (1993) there are only
two full-time and two part-time advisors (which includes
the national playgroup advisor).] Further, playgroups
should be provided with suitable premises; they should be
available free of charge to all who want them and playgroup
leaders should be paid a realistic wage. The importance of
play in a child's life should be stressed and there should
be freepost for literature concerning playgroups. Finally,
one person suggested that a pre-school governing council
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should be set up by the government to cater for all the
needs of the three to six age group.
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SECTION 4: Summary
This Chapter attempted to answer the research
questions set out in Chapter One. One hundred and fifty
seven children were observed in five different types of
pre-school for 5,425 half minutes (approximately 45 hours)
using the target child technique described in Chapter Five.
The remaining one hundred and twenty-five hours were spent
watching and speaking to the pre-school leader, or other
adults and children. An interaction analysis was carried
out and a questionnaire was completed by each pre-school
leader. Finally, the same questionnaire was sent to a
random sample of one hundred I.P.P.A. members. The results
of this ethnographic approach allowed an insight into what
is really happening in these establishments. Much of what
is written below is copied from the summaries at the end of
each section of the chapter.
The eleven community playgroups studied showed that
cognitive challenge occurred on average for 59% . of the
total time. 22 96.
 of this was judged to be of high cognitive
challenge and the type of activity which was found to
involve children in high concentration was found with
further analysis to involve such things as building wooden
bricks, cutting up a magazine, making a Lego car,
comparing, enlarging, reducing in height two columns of
bricks and so on. It was found that a majority of the
target children observed (43 out of 78) were able to
concentrate for at least four minutes at a time on either
high or low challenge activity. Low challenge activities
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were found to be dominated to an extraordinary extent by
manipulative activities such as playing with sand and
water, playdough, plasticine and so forth.
The child in these community playgroups spends almost
half of his or her time alone and remains silent for almost
four-fifths of the session and from Brown's interaction
analysis it was found that the playgroup leader spoke five
times as much as all the children who speak to her put
together. Most of this time is spent telling the children
things and the playgroup leaders ask very few questions.
The playgroup leader of the community playgroup which
provided the highest level of cognitive challenge
(Community Playgroup No. 1; 43% high challenge) to her
children succeeded because of her philosophy. Her
philosophy was rooted in her structured curriculum. The
children were organised into groups which were required to
undertake various activities one at a time and thus they
gained in skill and confidence in each area. She was a
master at verbal questioning. When telling a story she
extracted information from the children before, during and
after the telling. Nevertheless, the children in her group
still spent more than half the total time alone and spoke
to no-one for 82% of the time. It is interesting that this
playgroup leader was a qualified primary teacher with a
B.Ed. degree.
In contrast, the community playgroup leader whose
group provided the lowest level of cognitive challenge
(Community Playgroup No., 2; 0% high cognitive challenge)
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concentrated on games where the children often sat
passively while the adults "entertained" them. Although
the target children in this playgroup spoke to no-one for
81% of the time, they were with someone for one third (31%)
of their total time there which was much better than the
highly challenging group above. Given the nature of the
playgroup curriculum, it would seem that if a child is
concentrating hard and being cognitively stretched, he or
she must pay the price of working alone!
It is interesting to note that according to the
playgroup leader in the highly cognitively stretching
group, make believe and drama were used very frequently
while in the low cognitively stretching group the playgroup
leader said that make believe and drama were never used.
It is also worth noting that despite the use of a timetable
the high stretch group allowed a great deal of time for
child-chosen activities while children in the low cognitive
stretch group were only allowed to choose their own
activities "sometimes". The perception of these two
playgroup leaders, as evidenced by the interview and the
questionnaire, forced the conclusion that the former was
much more child centred in approach despite her structured
curriculum. This phenomena can also be seen in the highly
structured Montessori Curriculum where the children are
free to choose provided that the equipment has been
demonstrated to them.
In general, there is a rich diversity of provision
within the community playgroups of Cork city and county.
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Almost without exception, there is a desire by those
involved to make them function. Enthusiasm and hard work
characterise them all. However, there is an enormous
discrepancy in terms of their physical provision - some of
them are cold, damp and dangerous for small children while
others are in very good purpose-built accommodation. The
grants given by the Southern health Board are awarded on an
ad hoc basis and, in servicing them, a lot seems to depend
on the competence and responsibility of the community
social worker.
The normal pattern of curriculum activity is for the
children to spend the first hour in freeplay, choosing what
to do themselves, followed by lunch. After lunch,
organised activities are engaged in and all the children
are involved in these as a group. There are, however,
exceptions to this rule, such as the lowest cognitive
stretch group, where the children spent most of their time
in organised activity with little given over to freeplay.
It is important to note that children of this age will
often choose cognitively stretching activities if left to
their own devices as was observed on the third visit to the
highest cognitive stretch group!
The curriculum, as observed, is limited largely to
manipulative activity, small scale construction and
structured materials which can provide high or low levels
of challenge to the children concerned. In addition, a
significant amount of low level art activity is engaged in.
There is, given the observation schedule used, a lack of
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gross motor movement, playing with large scale movable
equipment, pretend play, scale version toys, cognitively
stretching art activity, music and different forms of
social play.
The most important variable in providing a highly
stimulating environment for the children is undoubtedly the
training of the playgroup leader - Community Playgroup No.
1 provides a classic example. The staff/child ratio is also
important and the total lack of training for parents on
rota has a strong negative effect.
The pay of the playgroup leaders is low. The average
for the ten playgroups worked out at three pounds ninety
pence per hour in 1990. Most playgroup leaders work a
maximum of fifteen hours per week and are normally not paid
during the Christmas and Easter holidays which take place
at the same time as those of the primary schools. They are
never paid during the long summer holidays.
It must be stressed that cognitive challenge provides
only one criteriby which to measure merit. Community
Playgroups by their nature have other objectives. The
Community Playgroup which provided no high level
challenging activities for their children still provided a
meeting place for young mothers who otherwise would not
have met and who would, no doubt in its absence, have been
left at home lonely, despondent and constrained by young
children. The three and four year olds in this group were
happy and gained much from their walks, visits and games.
On the other hand, children who have learned to concentrate
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pre-fab with as many children signed on as possible
(staff/pupil ratio of 2:25) to another situated in a damp
Victorian basement where there were only six children with
the playgroup leader. In both these groups, the playgroup
leaders saw themselves as running a "babyminding" service.
In other groups a very real effort was made to provide a
stimulating environment for the children and the best of
these was the home playgroup which achieved the highest
level of cognitive challenge for its pupils (76 96- of the
total time was spent in high challenge activity).
Most of the other points broadly replicate those of
the community playgroups as the same methods and timetable
were used but it is worth pointing out that there is a
community dimension to home playgroups as well. It was
most noticeable how the mothers of the children met and
talked to each other and the playgroup leader when the
children were being collected after playschool.
The chief problem facing the home playgroup is the
short hours that it operates, which does not suit working
mothers, and the fact that in most cases there is only one
adult in attendance which makes them unsafe if anything
should happen.
The pre-schools for travelling children were run by
the two most experienced pre-school teachers in the entire
survey. They achieved a doubling of the level of
challenging cognitive activity on behalf of their very
deprived children, compared to those in community
playgroups.
	 A lot has to do with the structure,
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organisation and planning that preceded each day's
programme. It also has to do with both the teachers'
philosophy and the Montessori training they had received.
However, too narrow a curriculum must be guarded against -
the high challenge activities in these pre-schools were all
concentrated around the four areas of structured materials,
small scale construction, manipulation and scale version
toys. A greater balance could be achieved with the
introduction of a broader range of activities and a
concerted effort to develop the children's linguistic
ability. In this way a good programme could be made even
better.
The three Montessori teachers studied in the Before
Five Centre achieved the remarkable distinction of
obtaining the highest average level of cognitive challenge
(55% over the four year period of observation) of any pre-
school in the sample. (The average for community
playgroups was 22%.) Nor does language suffer which is
noteworthy considering the much worse staff/child ratio in
the centre. The target child spoke on average for 19% of
the total time in the latter compared with 22% for
Community Playgroups.
The fact that the teachers in the Before Five Centre
were each catering for 40 children a day makes this model
extremely cost effective. These teachers are far more
productive than the primary school teachers taking junior
infants whose children averaged 17% of total time on
cognitively stretching activities and who spoke to someone
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for only 15% of the time (Horgan, 1987).
The results from the questionnaire completed by the
pre-school leaders in 1986 and 1990 were broadly in line
with those from the Nationwide survey conducted with the
same questionnaire in 1990. Unfortunately, only 39%
responded to the latter but as returns came from all parts
of the Republic of Ireland some additional evidence was
forthcoming. Nevertheless, it should be borne in mind that
these results, on account of the poor response, are not
representative of I.P.P.A. members in their totality. Of
note was that approximately 25% of playgroup leaders had
degrees and four-fifths of them were mothers in their mid-
thirties. Typically, there were two adults present in a
community playgroup, one in a home playgroup and material
for painting and books and children's stories were seen as
the basis for the most frequently engaged in activities.
The playgroup leaders viewed their approach as being
essentially child-centred as they all rated child-chosen
activities as being used frequently. They strongly
disagreed with the teaching of the 3Rs and felt that much
more government money should be devoted to playgroups and
in-service training for their personnel.
425
CHAPTER SEVEN
CONCLUSION AND RE COMMENDAT I ONS
The 157 children observed in this study were being
cognitively stretched for approximately one quarter of the
time if they were in a playgroup and approximately one half
of the time if they were in a Montessori setting. 3R
activities were limited to less than two and a half percent
of the total observation time in the playgroups and less
than six percent in the Montessori classes. Between one-
third to one-half of class time involved inscrutable
behaviour which could not be assessed for cognitive
challenge and the staff/child ratio has little effect on
the types of activity that children engaged in. The
children in Cork community playgroups spend a much greater
time in goal structured activity than do their counterparts
in Oxfordshire and Miami and there is a remarkable
consistency in the play activities that provide the highest
and lowest levels of cognitive challenge for three to five
year old children in England, Ireland and America.
With respect to social play and social groupings in
the pre-school classrooms visited, the fact that the
children played alone for half the total time that they
spent there was most striking. Interaction with other
children was infrequent. When the types of play observed
in the various social settings were analysed, it was found
that the "pair (child-child)" and the "pair (child-adult)"
social group accompanied the most cognitively stimulating
play. This finding was consistent with empirical studies
undertaken in this area. Social interaction in the pre-
school tends to be of short duration, less than two
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minutes, and most of it is of low cognitive challenge.
The most important finding to emerge from the study of
language in the twenty-four classrooms was the fact that
children rarely communicated verbally. Dialogue was almost
non-existent and children's questions were very sparse. In
contrast, the pre-school teacher lectured or told children
what to do for 41% of the total time observed while silence
or "background noise" of the children playing but not
talking was recorded in a further 51% of the time units.
There was little evidence of symbolic object play and
pretend play which have been noted to be important in the
development of divergent thought and creativity.
op,f0A.....4.N) ffak,14)
Unfortunately, much of the irjanipulation	 structured and
discontinuous materials was sacrificed because of the
situations in which they occurred. The pretend play
observed was not adult-initiated and was usually unnoticed
by the adults present. Most art found expression through
the use of paint, crayons, plasticine or playdough and
three-quarters of this activity was of low cognitive
challenge, which indicated a lack of enthusiasm and
creativity by the children. This is possibly related to the
fact that these activities tended to be timetabled so that
all the children did them together (or in groups).
Finally, only 3% of the total time observed was
devoted to Gross Motor Play by the children. This was
largely on account of the nature of the premises but lack
of opportunity for physical exercise cannot be regarded
with equanimity.
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In general, the pre-school teachers in this study had
the interests of the children in their care at heart. It
was encouraging to find that in most cases children were
treated as unique individuals and were imbued with a sense
of self worth. A striking feature was the desire of the
children to learn for themselves. They did not have to be
forced to learn and this stands in stark contrast to the
traditional educational system where the child is
subjugated to external authority, as instanced in Horgan's
study of junior infant classes (Horgan, 1987). The
discipline in the pre-schools was inherently linked to the
leader's attitude to authority which was far removed from
the military type of authority which for too long has been
a feature of traditional education. Schools have long been
told to encourage teachers to present lessons in a
stimulating way so as to minimise disruption. That
disruptive behaviour may be the norm in a system which
forces children to "learn" what the curriculum demands,
regardless of interest or maturation, is not considered.
The freedom of choice accorded the children in the present
study undoubtedly minimised the problem of discipline and
confirmed Montessori's tenet that problems of discipline
are inevitably linked to a lack of freedom.
Another feature noted in this study was a lack of
emphasis on "right answers". Free from the traditional
compunction to provide the answers required by the teacher,
these children were free to learn whatever they liked
although they were influenced by the material and equipment
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available. Emphasis on the correct answer leads to the
worst form of competition and stultifies creativity, as is
so graphically described by John Holt in his book How
Children Fail (1965). To the young child, failure should
be an opportunity to learn. He or she observes and
experiments on every possible occasion. When experiments
do not work, the child should proceed undaunted, for he or
she should not have been made to feel that failure is a
disgrace.
The points made so far would appear to indicate the
advantages of child-centred education over more traditional
forms. But, what is the point of free, independent,
disciplined children enjoying their play, when at the end
of the day results are all that matter? The answer to this
can be seen in findings of the target child study where
children in community playgroups on average were engaged in
highly cognitively stretching activities for 22% of the
total time compared to the average 17% of Horgan's Junior
Infants. With a greater degree of structure, the Montessori
classes increased this to 43% for the travelling children
and 55% for the Before Five Centre. (These latter figures
tie in with Dunlea's findings of 60% for ten Montessori
schools in the Cork area.) These figures indicate that
allowing the child to set his or her own pace and a choice
of activity enhances rather than retards intellectual
development. The sad thing is that those in positions of
authority do not seem to realise it.
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Eventually, the Irish government will release their
letters and memoranda concerning the development of pre-
school education in the 1970s and 1980s. It will almost
certainly show that there was a lot of pressure on the
government from vested interest groups within the formal
educational sector to prevent public money being made
available for pre-school education. It is possible that
influential groups such as the Irish National Teachers'
Organisation have made such representations. It is also
interesting to speculate as to the influence of the
Catholic Church at a formal level as it would most
certainly see the education of the young child as being
within its domain. Would the Catholic Church in ireland
wish to control pre-school education if it were to develop
in any significant way outside the National School system?
The history of the Irish Pre-school Playgroups
Association represents a fascinating account of the
development of a voluntary organisation inside the modern
Irish state. In the author's opinion, there is no doubt
that Church and State in Ireland since 1922 have encouraged
an attitude of acceptance of the status quo and the
subservience of its citizens and nowhere is this better
shown than in the case of women. Even yet, women are seen
as second class citizens who are circumscribed by the
limited horizons of the home. As the history of the
I.P.P.A. shows, nothing would have happened without the
catalyst of a group of women who through education and
experience could think for themselves and articulate their
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views. In this way, they inspired other women and gave
them the opportunity and self confidence to go forward and
develop their potential.
What of the future? In the eyes of the founding
members it was important that men should play their part in
playgroups. This has yet to happen in any significant way
and presents a challenge to the Association. Another
challenge concerns the problem of assessment and evaluation
[which may alter this autumn (1993) with the introduction
of the pilot Diploma in Playgroup Practice]. At the moment
everybody who attends an I.P.P.A. training course obtains
a certificate. Will Departments of State, and indeed the
public, accept this as a professional qualification or will
the Association have to introduce an innovative procedure
which differentiates amongst participants? Equally the
assessment and evaluation of play in playgroups would seem
to be vital, as only by doing so can the quality of service
be judged. There is a dearth of research on playgroups in
Ireland and there are many unanswered questions which all
have implications for the Association in the future.
The playgroup movement in Ireland has in many cases
followed the same path as in England but it has always had
the courage to respond and develop in its own way to the
unique Irish situation. Perhaps its greatest challenge
will be to come to terms with the problem of Day Care. As
more and more women take up remunerative employment, the
inadequacy of the existing playgroup sessions (usually two
or three hours a morning for several days a week) becomes
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increasingly obvious. Perhaps the I.P.P.A. should look
towards countries such as Sweden and Denmark where they•
have had to cope with these problems for many years now.
The second main challenge which the I.P.P.A. faces in
the years to come is to deal with the effects of a large
section of the Irish population which is unemployed and
living in deprived rural or urban conditions. The
involvement of parents (both men and women) and their
children in Community Playgroups will undoubtedly be an
expanding feature of these areas. Sister Danielle with her
'Meet
Ballymun experiment, mentioned in Chapter Fe', obviously
set the scene for future development here.
The third challenge concerns adult education. The
education of young children still largely takes place in
the home. Even where both parents work away from home, they
are still in contact with their children for a significant
proportion of each week. What these parents do with their
children during this time is of profound importance. The
I.P.P.A. could increase its influence in this area by
perhaps offering more advanced courses for parents. One
can imagine, for example, how beneficial the Foundation
Course (which is presently restricted to experienced
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playgroup leaders) would mio to parents of small children.
Obviously, there are problems of finance and organisation
which will have to be overcome.
The fourth challenge will be to build upon its already
good record of integrating handicapped children into
playgroups. The Association will have to search for new
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and more effective methods and train its personnel
accordingly. There is almost certainly a place for
handicapped adults in playgroups too, although this has not
yet been explored. This will, of course, continue the
pioneer work of the late Nancy Jordan.
The fifth and final major challenge will be to seek
out more effective techniques for educating children
through play. The social, emotional, linguistic, creative,
physical and cognitive development of young children is
vital for the growth of a modern democratic state. Only by
research into the most advantageous methods of achieving
these goals will the I.P.P.A. remain a vibrant living
entity. In no aspect of its work can an organisation
afford to sit still because by doing so, it will inevitably
atrophy and die. Change and challenge are its lifeblood.
There are, of course, other challenges for research.
For example, how does a bilingual environment effect the
pre-school child? How are boys treated compared to girls?
What in-service courses need to be provided for pre-school
personnel? How, ideally, should pre-schools be managed and
administered? How can educational technology be used to
benefit pre-school children? How does nutrition effect
academic performance? How does the psychotherapy of play
impinge and so forth?
In this study, visits to pre-schools revealed that
experiential learning is not necessarily dependent upon
modern well-equipped nurseries, nor on the staff/pupil
ratio, nor indeed on the lack or otherwise of equipment.
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The most important variable is, and will continue to be,
the pre-school personnel's attitude towards play. Most of
the people questioned in this research believed in play but
nevertheless, problems exist. The huge difference in terms
of opportunity for cognitive challenge between the best and
the worst pre-schools indicates a lack of knowledge and
training on behalf of many of the playgroup leaders. An
increase,' in the pay and conditions of pre-school
personnel, the provision of training courses and the
compulsory registration of pre-schools, would result in the
enhancement of the status of pre-school education in
Ireland. The passing of the Child Care Act 1991 is a step
in the right direction but because of a lack of finance
much of it has yet to be implemented; pre-schools, for
example, have yet to be registered with the Health Boards
(June 1993). With a growing number of working mothers on
the one hand, and ever-increasing unemployment of both
parents on the other, the need for high level pre-school
education assumes greater urgency. Furthermore, every pre-
school requires certain basic facilities where the children
will not only be safe but will also be stimulated. For
example, it is difficult to envisage a good pre-school
without sand and water play, a home corner with clothes to
dress up in, structured materials such as jigsaws, scale
version toys, manipulative materials like playdough,
opportunities for music, art, fine and gross motor
activity, moveable furniture, play areas, display and
storage facilities, working surfaces and so forth. There
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needs to be an annual budget for the purchase of new
equipment and materials.
Finally, the model of the 'Before 5 Centre' where the
teachers take twenty children in the morning and another
twenty in the afternoon should be considered for the junior
and senior infant classes in the national schools. At
present, teachers in these classes are expected to cope
with between thirty and forty (or more) children, although
they are usually relieved of their class an hour or two
before colleagues with more senior classes, as junior and
senior infants traditionally go home early.
An ideal pre-school training course would combine both
theory and practice. Pestalozzi, Froebel, Montessori, the
MacMillan sisters, to name but a few, all had "model"
schools where theory informed practice. Placement in
different types of pre-school is obviously an important
part of a student's training. Much can be learned from a
study of the pre-school system in different European
countries and elsewhere. For example, inspiration could be
drawn from documents such as the Belgian government's
(1985) "Programme des activities - Enseignement Pre-
scolaire de l'Etat" which took them more than ten years to
develop and which has a foreward by the Belgian Minister
for Education, Andre Bertouille. This document is
comprehensive and encompasses, amongst other things, the
areas of cognitive, linguistic, social, physical and moral
development. It gives a detailed prescription of how each
436
of these is to be accomplished from a very practical
perspective.
In a nutshell, the future success of pre-school
education in Ireland will necessitate the investment of
State funds which would provide the necessary
infrastructure, equipment and training. As Montessori
declared:
"The greatest crime that society is committing is
that of wasting the money it should spend for its
children, of dissipating it to destroy them and
itself... When wasteful society has urgent need
of money, it takes it from the schools and
especially the infant schools that shelter the
seeds of human life... This is humanity's worst
crime and greatest error."
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APPENDIX ONE
The History of the Irish Pre-School Playgroups
Association in Brief
(including the History of Pre-School Education in the
Republic of Ireland)
- - o 0 o - -
Early 19th century, Maria Edgeworth founded her pre-school - the first
that we know of in Ireland. Her father, Richard Lionell Edgeworth
published his book on the education of young children called Practical
Education in 1798.
1872-1899. Payment-by-results in operation in Irish National schools.
1890s. Optional Programme for Infant Classes was introduced into the
National Schools. Children following this course were not subject to
individual examination.
1896. Commission on Manual and Practical Instruction was set up under
the Chairmanship of Lord Belmore which reported in 1898 and recommended
a radical revision of the National School Programme.
1900, September. Revised Programme for Primary Schools was introduced
and as a result the Kindergarten system was implemented in all National
Schools. "Play" became important for the first time in Irish
education.
1913. Professor Edward Culverwell of T.C.D. published The Montessori
Principles and Practices.
1914. The Civics Institute of Ireland was founded as a voluntary
organisation to direct public notice to social problems and
opportunities. Also to promote ideas and measures "which would be
taken up and developed by the special bodies which are best able to
handle them".
1920. The Mercy Sisters started the first Irish Montessori class in
Waterford.
1922. The Foundation of the Irish State. The psychological and
physiological basis of the Irish Primary School Programme gave way to
a "policy of de-anglicisation" which took the form of emphasising the
Irish language and culture above all else. The First National
Programme for Primary schools advocated a "total immersion approach"
for the teaching of the Irish language.
1924. Professor Robert Fynne of T.C.D. published Montessori and her
Inspirers.
1925-26. Review Conference greatly reduced the emphasis on teaching
through Irish and the First National Programme was modified.
1927. Maria Montessori visited Waterford.
1931. The first City Corporation children's playground in the Republic
of Ireland was opened in Broadstone, Dublin initiated and managed by
the Civics Institute of Ireland.
1934, January 11. Maria Montessori visited Dublin and presented the
first group of students at Sion Hill, Blackrock, Dublin with their
Montessori Diplomas.
1934. De Valera and the new Fianna Fail government reintroduced the
National Programme of 1922.
1937-38. Maria Montessori visited Dublin and Waterford.
1939. Nancy Jordan returned to Ireland and started teaching sick or
maladjusted children.
1939-45. Founding of the Playgroup Movement in New Zealand as a direct
result of the war.
1940. The Civics Institute of Ireland set up St Brigid's Nursery
Centre at Mountjoy Square for children from two to five years of age.
1944. British Education Act made provision for nursery education for
all children of three to five years of age whose parents desired it.
1945. St Ultan's Infant Hospital in Dublin appointed Nancy Jordan to
their staff.
1947. "A Plan for Education" published by the Irish National Teachers
Organisation suggested a more child centred approach.
1948. The English Nursery's and Childminder's regulations Act became
law. In England and Wales if two or more children are "minded" for a
"substantial part of the day" for "reward" the person responsible
should be registered with the local health Department as a
"childminder". The person must be deemed fit and strict conditions for
the premises are prescribed.
1951. Revised version of "Notes for Teachers" were published by the
Department of Education. Play is again mentioned as being important
for the development of the young child.
1955. A second purpose built day care nursery called St Joseph's, was
opened by the Civics Institute of Ireland in Cork Street, Dublin.
1956, January 6. Nancy Jordan starts teaching the first class for
emotionally disturbed children in the Republic of Ireland.
1958. Father Casey, S.J., founded the first school in the Republic of
Ireland for emotionally disturbed children - St Declan's,
Northumberland Road, Dublin.
1960, September. Nancy Jordan accepted a post as lecturer in Sion
Hill, Blackrock, Dublin.
1961. Belle Tutaev wrote a letter to The Guardian newspaper in England
suggesting that playgroups could be set up.
1961. The British Pre-School Playgroups Association was founded.
1961. Nancy Jordan started her school for emotionally disturbed
children in Assumpta House in the grounds of Sion Hill, Blackrock,
Dublin.
1962. Nancy Jordan accepted the post of Secretary to the newly formed
Committee on day Training Centres set up by the National Association
for the Mentally Handicapped of Ireland.
1962, August 31. Department of Education recognised Nancy Jordan as
Principal of the first special school in the Republic of Ireland to use
the Montessori method.
1963. The Irish Planning Development Act became law. Temporary
planing permission was now required in order that a private residence
could be used for a playgroup.
1965. Branch of 0.M.E.P. (Organisation Mondiale Pour l'Education Pre-
Scholaire) was formed in Ireland.
1966. Lady Plowden submitted a report "Children and their Primary
Schools" to the British Secretary of State for Education and Science.
Among numerous recommendations this report stated a belief that pre-
school education was of vital importance to the young child and that
there should be a marked increase in the provision of same.
1966. Mr Trefor Morgan was a guest speaker at the Celtic Youth
Conference in Dublin. The idea that nursery schools could be used to
promote the Irish language was sown.
1967. The Irish Government Review of the Primary School Curriculum
took place.
1968. First Irish-speaking playgroup set up in Shannon, Co. Limerick.
1968, May. Civics Institute of Ireland organised a one day seminar in
St Joseph's Nursery, Cork Street, Dublin to ascertain the extent of
interest in playgroups.
1968. Pembroke House at the end of Mount Merrion Avenue in Dublin was
purchased and renamed "Benincasa" by Nancy Jordan. This provided a
Montessori Education recognised by the Department of Education for 49
special pupils and was a continuation of the work that she had begun in
Assumpta House.
1968-69, Winter. A comprehensive series of lectures on pre-school
topics was organised in St Brigid's Nursery by the Civics Institute of
Ireland and attended by 68 women.
1969, May. Civics Institute of Ireland in cooperation with the Irish
Countrywomen's Association organised a residential weekend in An
Grianan, Termonfeckin, Co. Louth to cater for those from the country
who were interested in playgroups. It was at this meeting that the
possibility of forming an I.P.P.A. was mooted.
1969, May 14. The Irish Pre-School Playgroups Association was founded.
Molly Walmsley was the first member and Mdirin Hope the first
Chairperson.
1969, November 8 to May 23, 1970. Successful series of lectures for
the I.P.P.A. given by the Maria Assumpta Training College, Sion Hill,
Dublin.
1969. The Rutland Street Project - the only major initiative that the
Irish government has ever made in pre-school education - started. The
experiment concluded in 1974 and was financed jointly by the Department
of Education and the Dutch Bernard Van Leer Foundation.
1970. First Community Playgroup in the Republic of Ireland formed in
Crumlin Social Service Centre, Dublin.
1970. Miss Homf ray and Miss Child from the St Nicholas Montessori
Society in London were invited on behalf of the I.P.P.A. to come and
speak to interested people in Ireland. This invitation was accepted
and the meeting took place at Easter 1970 in An Grianan, Termonfeckin,
Co. Louth.
1970, May. Sighle Fitzgerald invited a few interested people to a
meeting to discuss the possibility of founding a St Nicholas Montessori
Society for Ireland. They agreed and the Society was formed.
1970, May. Cancellation of the Pre-School course organised by the
I.P.P.A. in St Enda's Vocational College Kilkieran Road, Cabra, Dublin
owing to the lack of sanction by the Department of Education.
1970, May. Membership of the I.P.P.A. was 99.
1970, September 29. Important lecture given by the I.P.P.A.
chairperson, entitled "playgroups in the Community" which mapped out
both the past and the future of the Association.
1970-71, Winter. The I.P.P.A. plan and organise their first training
course consisting of twenty-one lectures in St Joseph's Nursery, Cork
Street, Dublin.
1970. First constitution of the I.P.P.A. was drafted. Ratified by
members at the A.G.M. in May 1971.
1970. The first logo for the I.P.P.A. was designed, depicting three
figures set within circles and triangles suggesting the
parent/teacher/child triangle. Ratified by members at the A.G.M. in
1971.
1971. A list of playgroups willing to take one handicapped child was
published by the I.P.P.A.
1971. The St Nicholas Montessori Society in Ireland added a part-time
evening diploma course to the existing correspondence course for those
people who lived in Dublin and its surrounds.
1971, May. Membership of the I.P.P.A. was 130.
1971, November 6. A one day workshop for experienced playgroup
personnel was organised by Brenda Crowe, the English National
Playgroups adviser, in St Joseph's Nursery, Cork Street, Dublin.
1971-72. Mr Jan de Fauw designed the present I.P.P.A. logo which
appeared for the first time on the first I.P.P.A. leaflet entitled
"Playgroups in Ireland". This same logo also appeared on the front of
a "Code of Standards" which was produced at the same time.
1972.	 Una Walsh, the Secretary of the I.P.P.A., was appointed
Chairperson of 0.M.E.P. in Ireland.
1972, February. First meeting of the Limerick branch of the I.P.P.A.
This was the first branch to be formed outside Dublin in the Republic
of Ireland.
1972, May. Membership of the I.P.P.A. was 120.
1972, September. The first I.P.P.A. Newsheet was produced.
1972-73.	 A second leaflet entitled "Information for Members" was
produced by the I.P.P.A.
1973, May. Membership of the I.P.P.A. was now 176.
1973, May. For the first time a membership card was issued to all
members for the coming year.
1973, December. The South East Regional Branch (Kilkenny/Waterford)
was formed.
1974, January. The Cork Branch of the I.P.P.A. was formed.
1974. There were now 22 Irish-speaking playgroups in the Republic of
Ireland.
1974, December. The I.P.P.A. made its first formal submission to a
government department - the Task Force on Child Care Services.
1975, February. The Galway Branch of the I.P.P.A. was formed.
1975, April 12. The Formative Years Group was founded in the Silver
Springs Hotel, Cork.
1975. There were now 38 Irish-speaking playgroups in the Republic of
Ireland.
1975, May. Membership of the I.P.P.A. was now 380.
1975, May 3. Lady Plowden spoke at the I.P.P.A. AGM for the first
time. This created a great deal of publicity for the Association.
1975. The "Ballymun Experiment", involving Community playgroups for
the people of high-rise flats was featured in many newspaper articles.
This brought Community Playgroups to public attention.
1976. Leaflet entitled "Community Pre-School Playgroups in Ireland"
produced by the I.P.P.A.
1978, May. Membership of the I.P.P.A. was now 600+.
1978, Spring. An Comhchoiste Reamhscholaiochta set up to run Naonri.
1978. The Carnegie United Kingdom Trust made a grant of £6,500 per
annum for two years to firstly appoint a full-time National Playgroup
Adviser; secondly, to finance training courses; and thirdly, to
produce special literature.
1978, Spring. Moira Jones appointed as National Playgroup Adviser.
1978. Elizabeth Moloney was instrumental in drawing up the first
Foundation Course which took place in the North Strand V.E.C., Dublin.
This was a course for experienced playgroup personnel.
1978-79. Representatives from the branches were invited to be present
at meetings of the Central Executive Committee for the first time.
1978-79. The I.P.P.A. acquired an office of its own in St Peter's
Road, Phibsboro, Dublin.
1979. The Trustees of the St Nicholas Montessori Society of Ireland
purchased and renovated the Old Mariner's School in Dun Laoghaire, Co.
Dublin to be used as a centre for the Society in Ireland.
1980. Registration of playgroups by the National Advisor began.,
1980, October. Lily Elliott became the I.P.P.A.'s first paid part-time
secretary.
1980-81. An I.P.P.A. reorganisation seminar took place in St Vincent's
Day Nursery, Ballyfermot, Dublin. The idea of the National Raffle
originated at this meeting as did the idea of the regions of the
association corresponding to health board areas. It was also decided
to change the name of the Central Executive Committee to National
Committee as from May 1981. Three national sub-committees, Education,
newsheet and A.G.M. were also the result of this seminar.
1981. The Department of Health informed the I.P.P.A. in writing that
they were making them a grant of £16,000 for the year 1982 to cover the
salary and expenses of the National Adviser as well as the office
expenses. In April 1982 the Association received £6,000 and in January
1983 they received the outstanding £10,000. The Department of Health
then informed the Association that this £10,000 was to cover all their
expenses for 1983! During 1983/84 funds received amounted to £20,000
which was designated for the period April 1983 to March 1984. A
further £16,000 was received to run from April 1984 to March 1985.
After this, the situation was normalised.
1981, October. The first I.P.P.A. Tutor Course took place in Wexford.
All twenty-six counties sent delegates and there were representatives
from Northern Ireland. The Carnegie U.K. Fund gave a subsidy of £1,600
for this event.
1982. Membership of the I.P.P.A. was now 920.
1982, January. The Irish Coalition government fell. It was this
government which had tried to raise the age at which children start
school from four years to four and a half years. This Coalition
government had allocated £1.6 million for services for the pre-school
child, for playgroups and day nurseries. This was the first time that
there was s separate entry in the Irish Estimates for pre-school
education. The specific item for pre-school education was removed from
the Irish estimates by the incoming Fianna Fail government and has not
reappeared since.
1982. Elizabeth Moloney, P.R.O. of OMEP led the I.P.P.A. campaign to
persuade the incoming Fianna Fail government to honour the Coalition's
commitments concerning expenditure on pre-school education. The affair
ended with the government insisting that pre-school education had
received its £1.6 million through various channels and the I.P.P.A.
insisting that it had not.
1982-83. The number of branches in the I.P.P.A. almost doubled from
seven to thirteen. The complete list of branches was now: Clare,
Cork, Dublin, Galway, Kildare, Limerick, Louth, Meath, Mayo, North-
East, South-East, Tipperary and Wexford.
1983, January 4. Joan Roberts commenced employment as a full-time
Southern Playgroups Adviser for Cork and Kerry. She is funded by the
Southern Health Board.
1983, May. Membership of the I.P.P.A. is now 1,057.
1983, May. At the AGM the members of the I.P.P.A. voted in favour of
the Association becoming a Limited Company.
1983, June. National Committee met to plan for the Association's
future and as a result seven sub-committees of National Committee were
created!
1983, July. Kathleen McHale became the I.P.P.A.'s representative on
the Committee on Day Care Services set up by the government "to examine
and make recommendations on minimum legal requirements and standards
which should apply in the regulation and registration of daycare
services for children". It was envisaged that these recommendations
would be taken into account in the drafting of the proposed Children
(Care and Protection) Bill which has not yet (December 1988) come to
fruition.
1983. Grainne Cronin appointed as a second part-time secretary to help
with the greatly increased workload in the I.P.P.A's office.
1984. The St Nicholas Montessori Society start their first full-time
day course.
1984, May. The first I.P.P.A. AGM to take place outside Dublin was
organised in Hotel Blarney, County Cork.
1984-1985. The membership of the I.P.P.A. grew to 1,180. The
Association found new premises at 19 Wicklow Street, Dublin 2. Also,
during this year, it was decided to change the financial year end from
April to January. And at a planning day in December 1984 it was
decided to set up a Parent and Toddler Group working party. In the
year ending December 31, 1987 there were 34 Parent and Toddler Groups
in the Republic of Ireland.
1985. I.P.P.A. Mail Order Book Service started in 19 Wicklow Street,
Dublin 2.
1985-1986. There were approximately 56 Practical Introductory Courses
for Parents and Playgroup People run throughout the 26 counties during
the year. The Foundation Course was run by Dublin Branch in Bray,
County Wicklow and the Tutor's Course was held in Cork.
1986, December. Membership of the I.P.P.A. is now 1,295.
1986, December. Resignation of Moira Jones as National Playgroup
Adviser.
1986. Peggy Walker appointed as National Playgroup Adviser.
1987, March 26. The Irish Pre-School Playgroups Association
incorporated under the Companies Act 1983. The Association was now a
limited company.
1988. The Ryecourt Report on the organisational restructuring of the
I.P.P.A. was submitted.
1992. The Association moved to new offices at 19 limes Court, Wine
Tavern Street, Dublin 8.
1992 (end). Membership of the Association is now 1,750.
1993. Peggy Walker appointed to the recently formed National Council
for Vocatonal Qualifications.
1993. The Diploma in Playgroup Practice (pilot) is introduced. For
the first time, formal assessment is required for an I.P.P.A. course.
1993, May. The Ryecourt Proposals are passed at the AGM.
APPENDIX TWO
Map of Cork County and City showing approximate locations of the















Categories of Brown's Interaction Analysis
(Brown, 1975, p.67)
The BIAS categories:
TL	 Teacher lectures - describes, explains, narrates, directs.
TQ	 Teacher questions about content or rocedure which pupils are
intended to answer.
TR Teacher responds - accepts feelings of the class, describes past
feelings and future feelings in a non-threatening way. Praises,
encourages, jokes with pupils. Accepts or uses pupils' ideas.
Builds upon pupil responses. Uses mild criticism such as 'no,
not quite'
PR	 Pupils respond directly and predictably to teacher questions and
directions.
PV	 Pupils volunteer information, comments or questions.
Silence. Pauses short periods of silence.
X	 Uhclassible.	 Confusion in which communications cannot be
understood.	 Unusual activities such as reprimanding or
criticising pupils. Demonstrating without accompanying teacher
or pupil talk.	 Short spates of blackboard work without
accompanying teacher or pupil talk.
Note: The system was designed for use during verbal exchanges. It was
wasteful to use it for other activities such as class tests,
copying notes for long periods, individual pupil learning, play
acting.
You will not always agee on difficult cases, particularly those on the
PV/PR border. In cases of doubt, code as PV. When doubtful about use
of pupil ideas or use of teacher ideas code as TR. If 'mild criticism'
or 'reprimand' is difficult, code as X.
Time-Line Display Sheet (Ibid., p.70)
APPENDIX FIVE
Pilot Questionnaire
QUESTIONNAIRE FOR PLAYGROUP LEADERS AND HELPERS
SECTION I:
1. Qualifications
If you have any formal qualifications, would you state what these are on the
following lines:
Have you completed any specialist courses in playgroups/pre-school?
YES	 NO
If 'Yes', please specify:
What is the total number of years that you have spent as a playgroup
helper/leader?




5. Number of years in present playgroup.
6. Number of playgroup leaders/helpers in your playgroup.
7. Number of children in your playgroup.
8. Number of boys	 Number of girls
9. Age of youngest child
	 10. Age of oldest child
11. Number of children aged 2-3.
12. Number of children aged 3-4.
13. Number of children aged 4-5.
14. Number of children aged 5-6.
15. Do you use a timetable to organise each day's activities?
16. What type of seating arrangements best describe that found in your
playgroup?
(a) Chairs and tables in fixed positions
(b) Chairs and tables, but arrangement varies
throughout the day.























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































18. How frequently are you able to use the range of approaches and
strategies listed below?
(Please ring the number closest to your opinion on each question.
N S St F VF
Individually (child) chosen
activities
1 2 3 4 5
Games with pre-determiend rules
(e.g. hunts,	 relay-races,	 tag)
1 2 3 4 5
Observational Walks and visits 1 2 3 4
Make believe and drama 1 2 3 4 5
Structured play activities 3. 2 3 4
Unstructured play activities 1 2 3 4 5
N = NEVER and means Never.	 S = Seldom and means approximately
once a month.
St = Sometimes, which means approximately once a fortnight.
F = Frequently which means approx. once a week.
VF = Very Frequently which means approximately once a day.
SECTION II.
Please answer the following questions by ringing (e.g. 2 ) the number
closest to your opinion on each question.
DO YOU AGREE THAT: AD SD D NO A SA AA
1. Playgroups should never,
in any circumstances, allow
the childen to enage in any
form of reading, writing or
arithmetic
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
2. Intellectual development
can be stimulated by having
a well-though-out
timetable.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
3. The role of the
playgroup programme is to
provide for the social
development of the
individual child as he
operates in a group.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
4. It is important to teach
the rudiments of reading
and writing in playgroups.




1 2 3 4 5 6 7
6. Allowing children
freedom to discuss among
themselves, hinders real
learning.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
7. Sensory Perceptual
Development is best brought
about by constant practice
on the part of the
children.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
8. The role of the
playgroup programme is to
provide for the emotional
development of the
individual child as he
operates in a group.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
9. Effective playgroups
cannot be run without
qualified staff.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
10. Language Development is
best promoted through the
play environment.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
11. Self-concept
development is enhanced if
the playgroup leader has
good firm discipline.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
12. Social and emotional
skills should be taught at
home.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
AD . absolutely disagree. SD . strongly disagree. D = disagree.
NO = No opinion. A = agree. SA = strongly agree. AB = absolutely
agree.
DO YOU AGREE THAT: AD SD D NO A SA AA
13. Adequate learning
materials need to be
provided if a playgroup is
to be a success.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
14. Primary school (Junior
Infants) is an extension of
the playgroup.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
15. The most important
function of the playgroup
is to develop the child's
social skills.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
16. Music is very important
in the playgroup.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
17. Social development is
more importnat than
academic development.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
18. It is important that
there should be more than
one adult working in a
playgroup at any one time.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
19. Playgroup children are
naturally boisterous so the
teaching of physical skills
is unnecessary.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
20. Language development is
more important than
emotional development.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
21. Playgroups should be
incorporated into the
primary school system by
developing a pre-infant
year at national school.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
22. Academic development is
very important in
playschool.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
23. The religious and moral
development of the child is
an integral part of the
pre-school programme.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
24. Emotional development
is best advanced through
play activities.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
25. The playgroup leader
should initiate and direct
the child's activities.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
26. Children's problem-
solving skills are best
developed through play
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
27. Provision of adequate
space is important for the
running of a worthwhile
playgroup.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
AD . absolutely disagree. SD = strongly disagree. D = disagree.
NO = No opinion. A = agree. SA = strongly agree. AB = absolutely
agree.
DO YOU AGREE THAT: AD SD D NO A SA AA
28. Number symbols, letters
and shape names should be
taught early so that the
child can relate his or her
experiences to the symbols.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
29. Physical Development is
more important than sensory
perceptual development.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
30. Greater liaison between
playgroup leaders and
parents owuld elad to
better implementation of
the playgroup programme.
1 2 3 4 5 6
.
7
31. Pre-schools should be
run according to a clear
cut timetable which should
be strictly adhered to.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
32. Physical development is
best advanced through play
activities.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
33. Minimal discipline
makes a playgroup work
well.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
34. Art and craft
activities are not time-
consuming and of little
benefit to the pre-school
child.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
35. It is not realistic to
expect children to learn
anything through play.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
36. The role of the
playgroup programme is to
provide an opportunity for
children to express
themselves freely.
1 2 3 4 5 6
.
7
37. Irish language should
be incorporated into the
pre-school setting as often
as possible.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
38. Playgroup leaders
should not be completely
free to decide what should
or should not happen in the
playgroup.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
39. Playgroup leaders
should establish a similar
routine each day.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
40. Pre-schools should
provide an environment with
a wide range of materials
and activities, in which
the child can explore in
his/her own way.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
AD . absolutely disagree. SD strongly disagree. D = disagree.
NO = No opinion. A = agree. SA = strongly agree. AB = absolutely
agree.
DO YOU AGREE THAT: AD SD D NO A SA AA
41. Pre-schools provide an
opportunity for children to
do things which they would
not be allowed to do at
home.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
42. It is important to
teach the elements of
arithmetic (counting, etc.)
at pre-school.
2 3 4 5 6 7
43. All aspects of the pre-
school curriculum can be
taught through play.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
44.	 Learning specific
items such as names of
leters,	 shapes,	 etc. is
more important than having
a variety of experience.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
45. It is important to
start the teaching of
formal reading (words and
sentences) in playschool.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
46. Social development is
best promoted through play
activities.




more emphasis than social
emotional development.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
48. Play activities are
useful in that they keep
children quiet.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
49. In playschools,
creative activities (art
and craft, movement and
music) should receive more
emphasis than other work.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
50. It is important to have
some type of assessment so
that the playgroup leader
can tell the parents how
the child is 'getting on'.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
AD . absolutely disagree. SD = strongly disagree. D = disagree.
NO = No opinion. A = agree. SA = strongly agree. AB . absolutely
agree.
SECTION III.
1. If you had to suggest to the responsible Minister for State ways
in which he could improve the administration of playgroups from
a national point of view what would you say to him?
2. Please draw a plan of your playgroup below, putting in the tables
and chairs in their usual positions and showing the relative























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































Do you work in a playgroup or pre-school at present?
YES	 NO
If 'Yes', is it:
A Community Playgroup?
A Home Playgroup?
Another type of playgroup of pre-school?
Please specify in the latter case on the line below:
What experience do you have with children? (e.g. Are you a mother?
Have you children of your own? If so, how many? What experience have
you got of parenting?)
Have you completed any specialist courses in playgroup/pre-school?
If 'yes', please specify:
If you have any other formal qualifications would you state what these
are on the following lines:








5. Number of years in present playgroup:
6. Number of playgroup leaders/helpers in your playgroup:
7. Number of children in your playgroup:
8. Number of boys:
9. Age of youngest child:
10. Age of oldest child:
11. No. of children aged 2-3:
12. No. of children aged 3-4:
13. No. of children aged 4-5:
14. No. of children aged 5-6:
15. Do you use a timetable to organise each day's activities?
16. What type of seating arrangements best describe that found in your
playgroup?
Chairs and tables in fixed positions:
Chairs and tables, but arrangement
varies throughout the day:
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18. How frequently are you able to use the range of approaches and
strategies listed below?
(Please ring the number closest to your opinion on each question.
N S, St F VF
Individually (child) chosen
activities
1 2 3 4 5
Games with pre-determined rules
(e.g. hunts,	 relay-races,	 tag)
1 2 3 4 5
Observational Walks and visits 1 2 3 4 5
Make believe and drama 1 2 3 4 5
Structured play activities 1 2 3 4 5
Unstructured play activities 1 2 3 4 5
N = NEVER and means Never.	 S = Seldom and means approximately
once a month.
St = Sometimes, which means approximately once a fortnight.
F = Frequently which means approx. once a week.
VF = Very Frequently which means approximately once a day.
SECTION II.
Please answer the following questions by ringing (e.g. 2 ) the number
closest to your opinion on each question.
DO YOU AGREE THAT: AD SD D NO A SA
,
AA
1. A lot of learning
materials need to be
provided if a playgroup is
to be a success.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
2. Effective playgroups
cannot be run without
playgroup training.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
3. It is important to teach
the rudiments of reading
and writing in playgroups.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
4. Emotional development
(learning to possess a
feeling of security,
control emotions, trust
people etc.)	 is best
advanced through "make
believe" play.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
5. Number symbols, letters
and shape names should be
taught early so that the
child can relate his or her
experience to the symbols.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
6. Physical development
(learning to coordinate
movements - motor skills,
establish good posture,
improve sense of balance,
etc.) can best be provided
through play activities.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
7. Playgroup leaders should
establish a similar routine
each day.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
8. Provision of adequate
space is important for the
running of a worthwhile
playgroup.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
9. Children's problem
solving ability is best
developed through play.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
10. The playgroup leader
should initiate and direct
the child's activities.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
11. Social development
(learning to cooperate with





1 2 3 4 5 6 7
12. Minimal discipline
makes a playgroup work
well.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
AD = absolutely disagree. SD = strongly disagree. D . disagree.
NO = No opinion. A = agree. SA = strongly agree. AB = absolutely
agree.
DO YOU AGREE THAT: AD SD D NO A SA AA
13.	 Primary school (junior
infants) is an extension of
the playgroup.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
14. Academic development
(learning about the names
of colours, saying out loud
the numbers one to nine,
showing an interest in
books, etc.)	 is very
important in play-school.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
15. Play activities are
useful in that they keep
children quiet.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
16. Language development





etc.)	 is best promoted
through the play
environment.





differences in symbols, to
group things by colour,
shape,	 etc.)	 is best
brought about by constant
practice on the part of the
children.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
18. Self-Concept
Development (learning to
accept one's own self-
image, to have confidence
in one's own ability, to
have pride in one's own
work, etc.)
	 is enhanced if
the playgroup leader has
good firm discipline.




to be artistic,	 etc.)	 can
be stimulated by having a
well thought out timetable.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
20. Social development is
more important than
academic development.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
21. Language development is
more important than
emotional development.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
AD = absolutely disagree. SD = strongly disagree. D = disagree.
NO = No opinion. A = agree. SA = strongly agree. AB = absolutely
agree.
DO YOU AGREE THAT: AD SD D NO A SA AA
22. Physical development is
more important than sensory
perceptual development
(learning to match objects
with pictures, to group
things by colour, shape,
 etc.)
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
_
23. The most important
function of the playgroup
is to develop the child's
social skills.




formal teaching (i.e. any
form of reading, writing or
arithmetic).
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
25. The playgroup is an
extension of the home.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
26. The Irish language
should be incorporated into
the pre-school setting as
often as possible.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
27. The religious and moral
development of the child
should be an integral part
of the pre-school
programme.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
AD = absolutely disagree. SD = strongly disagree. D = disagree.
NO = No opinion. A = agree. SA = strongly agree. AB = absolutely
agree.
SECTION III
1. If you had to suggest to the responsible Minister for State ways
in which he could improve the administration of playgroups from
a national point of view what would you say to him?
2. Please draw a plan of your playgroup below, putting in the tables
and chairs in their usual positions and showing the relative
positions of all the facilities (bookshelves, washbasins, nature
corner, etc.)
APPENDIX EIGHT
Findings from the Target Child Study presented in
graphical form
(i) Mother and Toddler Group;
(ii) Home playgroups;
(iii)Pre-schools for travelling children;


















MOTHER AND TODDLER GROUP: ACTIVITIES AND THEIR COGNITIVE
CHALLENGE
(Time percentages calculated from 222 half-minute units of observed behaviour)
a High Challenge by Definition
Activities 1-12 High Challenge
El Activities 1-12 Low Challenge
▪ Directed Movement
El Active Attention to Events
a Active Attention to Mates
▪ Other Inscrutable Behaviour
(3 Tidy Up/Lunch Time
Hence:
'Inscrutable Behaviour' - cognitive challenge not assessable = 40%
Behaviour with a high cognitive challenge
	 = 21.5%
Behaviour with a low cognitive challenge
	 = 38.5%.
• Large Group Parallel
• Alone
Pair
El Child & Adult Interaction
MOTHER AND TODDLER GROUP: PERCENTAGE OF TIME SPENT BY TARGET
CHILDREN IN EACH TYPE OF SOCIAL SETTING
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MOTHER AND TODDLER GROUP: TYPES OF LANGUAGE UTTERANCES
RECORDED DURING PLAYGROUP ACTIVITIES
(Time percentages calculated from 222 half-minute units of observed behaviour)
111 T.C. spoke to a child
0 T.C. spoke to adult
la T.C. spoke to itself



















HOME PLAYGROUPS: THEIR GROUP ACTIVITIES AND THEIR COGNITIVE
CHALLENGE
(Time percentages calculated from 1538 half-minute units of observed behaviour)
III Adult-Led Group Activity
O High Challenge by Definition
• Activities 1-12 High Challenge
El Activities 1-12 Low Challenge
O Directed Movement
III Cruising
a Active Attention to Mates
O Active Attention to Staff
El Other Inscrutable Behaviour
Hence:
'Inscrutable Behaviour' - cognitive challenge not assessable . 45t
Behaviour with a high cognitive challenge 	 = 29t
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HOME PLAYGROUPS: PERCENTAGE OF TIME SPENT BY TARGET CHILDREN
IN EACH TYPE OF SOCIAL SETTING
(Time percentages calculated from 1538 half-minute units of observed behaviour)
III Large Group Parallel
is Alone
O Pair
12 Child & Adult Interaction
O Child &Child Interaction
HOME PLAYGROUPS: TYPES OF LANGUAGE UTTERANCES RECORDED
DURING PLAYGROUP ACTIVITIES
(Time percentages calculated from 1538 half minute units of observed behaviour)
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M T.C. spoke to a child
O T.C. spoke to P.G.L.
N T.C. spoke to adult on rota
O T.C. spoke to itself









HOME PLAYGROUPS: RESULTS OF BROWN'S INTERACTION ANALYSIS














Activities 1 - 42
29 - 42
Activities 1 - 12
High and Low Challenge
[Play Activities]
Activities 13 - 28
High Challenge by Definition
[3 R Activities]
Activities 29 - 42
Inscrutable Activities
HOME PLAYGROUPS
ANALYSIS OF ACTIVITIES 1-12




2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7	 8	 9	 10 11 12
Activities 1 - 12
Activities:
1. Gross Motor Physical Movement
2. Large Scale Moveable Equipment
3. Pretending
4. Scale Version Toys
5. Manipulation of Unstructured Materials
6. Small Scale Construction
7. Structured Materials
8. Free Expression Creation
9. Musical Activities
10. Social Play
11. Informal Social Play
12. Social Interaction Non-Play
HOME PLAYGROUPS
ANALYSIS OF ACTIVITIES 1-12
(Calculated from 1538 half-minute units of observed behaviour)
LOW CHALLENGE
1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7	 8	 9	 10 11 12
Activities 1 - 12
Activities:
1. Gross Motor Physical Movement
2. Large Scale Moveable Equipment
3. Pretending
4. Scale Version Toys
5. Manipulation of Unstructured Materials
6. Small Scale Construction
7. Structured Materials
8. Free Expression Creation
9. Musical Activities
10. Social Play
11. Informal Social Play















PRE-SCHOOLS FOR TRAVELLING CHILDREN: THEIR ACTIVITIES AND THEIR
COGNITIVE CHALLENGE
(Time percentages calculated from 547 half-minute units of observed behaviour)
O Active Attention to Staff
High Challenge by Definition
O Activities 1-12 High Challenge
D Activities 1-12 Low Challenge
O ONP3
MI Tidying Up/Lunch Time
• Directed Movement
1:1 Other Inscrutable Behaviour
0 Active Attention to Mates
Hence:
'Inscrutable Behaviour' - cognitive challenge not assessable
Behaviour with a high cognitive challenge
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PRE-SCHOOLS FOR TRAVELLING CHILDREN: PERCENTAGE OF TIME SPENT
BY TARGET CHILDREN IN EACH TYPE OF SOCIAL SETTING
(Time percentages calculated from 547 half-minutes of observed behaviour)
11 Large Group Parallel
cm Alone
41%	 El Pair
El Child & Adult Interaction
• Child & Child Interaction
111 T.C. spoke to a child
[2] T.C. spoke to the teacher
T.C. spoke to adult helper
T.C. spoke to itself
T.C. spoke to no-one
5.5%
PRE-SCHOOLS FOR TRAVELLING CHILDREN: TYPES OF LANGUAGE
UTTERANCES RECORDED DURING CLASS ACTIVITIES
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PRE-SCHOOLS FOR TRAVELLING CHILDREN: RESULTS OF BROWN'S
INTERACTION ANALYSIS







PRE-SCHOOLS FOR TRAVELLING CHILDREN
ANALYSIS OF ACTIVITIES






Activities 1 - 42
Activities 1 - 12
High and Low Challenge
[Montessori and Play Activities]
Activities 13 - 28
High Challenge by Definition
[3 R Activities]
Activities 29 - 42
Inscrutable Activities
PRE-SCHOOLS FOR TRAVELLING CHILDREN
ANALYSIS OF ACTIVITIES 1-12
(Calculated from 547 half-minute units of observed behaviour)
HIGH CHALLENGE
1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7	 8	 9	 10 11 12
Activities 1 - 12
Activities:
1. Gross Motor Physical Movement
2. Large Scale Moveable Equipment
3. Pretending
4. Scale Version Toys
5. Manipulation of Unstructured Materials
6. Small Scale Construction
7. Structured Materials
8. Free Expression Creation
9. Musical Activities
10. Social Play
11. Informal Social Play
12. Social Interaction Non-Play
2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7	 8	 9	 10 11 12
PRE-SCHOOLS FOR TRAVELLING CHILDREN
ANALYSIS OF ACTIVITIES 1-12
(Calculated from 547 half-minute units of observed behaviour)
LOW CHALLENGE
Activities 1 - 12
Activities:
1. Gross Motor Physical Movement
2. Large Scale Moveable Equipment
3. Pretending
4. Scale Version Toys
5. Manipulation of Unstructured Materials
6. Small Scale Construction
7. Structured Materials
8. Free Expression Creation
9. Musical Activities
10. Social Play
11. Informal Social Play
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THE BEFORE 5 CENTRE ACTIVITIES AND THEIR COGNITIVE CHALLENGE
(Time percentages calculated from 462 half-minute units of observed behaviour)
O Active Attention to Mates
MI High Challenge by Definition
Activities 1-12 High Challenge
M Activities 1-12 Low Challenge
O Tidying Up/Lunch Time
O Directed Movement
g Other Inscrutable Behaviour
Hence:
'Inscrutable Behaviour' - cognitive challenge not assessable = 32.5%
Behaviour with a high cognitive challenge	 = 55%
Behaviour with a low cognitive challenge 	 . 12.5%
II Large Group Parallel
Alone
Pair
53%	 0 Child & Adult Interaction
0 Child & Child Interaction
THE BEFORE 5 CENTRE: PERCENTAGE OF TIME SPENT BY TARGET CHILDREN
IN EACH TYPE OF SOCIAL SETTING
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% % % % % • • % • %
% % % • % • % %/	 e / e	 .1	 I 1
1 % % % % 1 % % 1 %
e	 1' 1	 / 1
/ I I 1 1 /
0 T.C. spoke to a child
II T.C. spoke to teacher
0 T.C. spoke to itself
0 T.C. spoke to no-one
3%
THE BEFORE 5 CENTRE: TYPES OF LANGUAGE UTTERANCE RECORDED
DURING MONTESSORI ACTIVITIES









BEFORE 5 CENTRE: RESULTS OF BROWN'S INTERACTION ANALYSIS
(Time percentage based on the computation of 500 five second time cells)
BEFORE 5 CENTRE
ANALYSIS OF ACTIVITIES






Activities 1 - 42
Activities 1 - 12
High and Low Challenge
[Montessori Activities]
Activities 13 - 28
High Challenge by Definition
[3 R Activities]
Activities 29 - 42
Inscrutable Activities
BEFORE 5 CENTRE
ANALYSIS OF ACTIVITIES 1-12
(Calculated from 462 half-minute units of observed behaviour)
HIGH CHALLENGE
1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7	 8	 9	 10 11 12
Activities 1 - 12
Activities:
1. Gross Motor Physical Movement
2. Large Scale Moveable Equipment
3. Pretending
4. Scale Version Toys
5. Manipulation of Unstructured Materials
6. Small Scale Construction
7. Structured Materials
8. Free Expression Creation
9. Musical Activities
10. Social Play
11. Informal Social Play






ANALYSIS OF ACTIVITIES 1-12
(Calculated from 462 half-minute units of observed behaviour)
LOW CHALLENGE
0 64, Q
1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7	 8	 9	 10 11 12
ACTIVITIES 1-12
Activities:
1. Gross Motor Physical Movement
2. Large Scale Moveable Equipment
3. Pretending
4. Scale Version Toys
5. Manipulation of Unstructured Materials
6. Small Scale Construction
7. Structured Materials
8. Free Expression Creation
9. Musical Activities
10. Social Play
11. Informal Social Play
12. Social Interaction Non-Play
APPENDIX NINE
List of activities which children concentrated on for four minutes




AGE ACTIVITY HIGH OR LOW
CHALLENGE
1.	 4% minutes 4.0 Playing tunes on toy
piano
H
2.	 4 minutes 2.11 Looking at picture
book
H
3.	 4 minutes 4.0 Doing jigsaw H
4.	 4 minutes 6.11 Doing jigsaw H
5.	 4% minutes 3.11 Watching others -
6.	 9% minutes 4.1 Building wooden
bricks
H
7.	 8 minutes 4.0 Playing with
playdough
L
8.	 4% minutes 4.4 Building with stickle
bricks
H
9.	 11 minutes 4.0 Cutting up a magazine L
10. 6% minutes 4.3 Completing an
alphabet jigsaw
H
11. 6% minutes 3.5 Building with stickle
bricks
L
12. 7% minutes 4.7 Playing with
playdough
L
13. 4% minutes 2.9 Pretending to 'drive'
a model aeroplane
L
14. 4 minutes 3.4 Building with stickle
bricks
L
15. 4 minutes 4.1 Playing with model
sheep and men
L




17. 4% minutes 4.0 Kicking ball to knock
down skittles
H
18. 4 minutes 4.1 Scrubbing paint onto
paper
L
19. 6% minutes 3.8 Playing with
playdough
L
20. 9 minutes 2.0 Playing playdough L
21. 7 minutes 3.8 PGL asking questions
from book
-





AGE ACTIVITY HIGH OR LOW
CHALLENGE
23.	 5 mins. 3.9 Scrubbing paint onto
paper
L
24.	 4 mins. 3.4 Scrubbing paint onto
paper
L
25.	 5% mins. 3.2 Playing with
playdough
L
26.	 6 mins. 4.0 Making Lego car H
27.	 53	 mins. 4.5 Playing with water L
28.	 4% mins. 4.4 Putting plastic
numbers in order
H
29.	 5 mins. 3.11 Building with wooden
bricks
H
30.	 4% mins. 4.10 Eating lunch -
31.	 4% mins. 3.6 Playing with
playdough
L
32.	 10 mins. 4.6 Playing with
playdough
L
33.	 8% mins. 4.0 Scrubbing paint on
paper
L
34.	 5 mins. 3.0 Tidying up -




36.	 13% mins. 4.0 Playing with water H
37.	 4% mins. 4.0 'Reading' picture
book
H
38.	 8 mins. 3.10 Playing in the 'home
corner'
-
39.	 8% mins. 3.3 Playing with model
animals
H
40.	 7 mins. 4.0 Cutting out shapes
and sticking them to
paper
H
41.	 4 mins. 3.3 Making pegboard
patterns
H




43.	 7 mins. 3.6 Doing 'easy'	 jigsaws L
43 out of 78 children (55.128%) concentrated for at least 4 minutes on




AGE ACTIVITY HIGH OR LOW
CHALLENGE
1.	 10% mins. 3.6 Slotting together
straws
H
2.	 7M mins. 3.10 Listening to a story
read by PGL
-
3.	 5% mins 2.6 Doing jigsaw L
4.	 4 mins. 3.8 Playing with
playdough
L
5.	 5 mins. 3.9 Scrubbing paint onto
paper
L
6.	 4 mins. 4.5 Painting people H
7.	 5% mins. 3.4 Playing with teddy H
8.	 6 mins. 3.1 Listening to a story
read by PGL
-
9.	 4 mins. 3.8 Doing jigsaw H
10.	 6M mins. 3.9 Singing with PGL -
11.	 4% mins. 3.8 Riding in doll's
buggy
-
12.	 6 mins. 4.6 Putting bricks onto
trays numbered 1-10
H
13.	 4% mins. 4.2 Singing with PGL -
14.	 4 mins. 4.2 Playing with Fisher
Price medical kit
H
15.	 5 mins. 4.1 Threading beads onto
string
L








18.	 554 mins. 4.1 Playing with toy
animals
L
19.	 13% mins. 3.9 Putting red beads
onto a special track
H
20.	 4% mins. 4.3 Painting with another
child
H





AGE ACTIVITY HIGH OR LOW
CHALLENGE
22.	 4% mins. 3.9 Playing with
plasticine
H
23.	 4% mins. 4.3 Looking at book H
24.	 12 mins. 4.6 'Cooking' with toy
pots and pans
H
25.	 6 mins. 3.4 Looking at book H
26.	 8 mins. 3.5 Listening to a story
read by PGL
-
27.	 7% mins. 3.5 Scribbling on
blackboard
L
28.	 84 mins. 3.9 Playing with
plasticine
H
28 out of 44 children (63.636%) concentrated for at least four minutes
on one thing during their 20 minute observation.
(c)	 PLAYSCHOOLS FOR TRAVELLING CHILDREN
CONCENTRATION
SPAN
AGE ACTIVITY HIGH OR LOW
CHALLENGE
1.	 15M mins. 4.6 Joining straws
together
H
2.	 6 mins. 4.2 Completing jigsaws H








5.	 4% mins. 6.11 Naming the colours of
different things when
asked by the teacher
H
6.	 9 mins. 2.11 Threading beads onto
a string
-
7.	 12M mins. 4.3 Completing jigsaws L
8.	 11 mins. 5.2 Playing with a shape
sorter
H
8 our of 15 children (53.33%) concentrated for at least four minutes on
one thing during their 20 minute observation.
(d)	 BEFORE 5 CENTRE
CONCENTRATION
SPAN
AGE ACTIVITY HIGH OR LOW
CHALLENGE
1.	 4M mins. 3.10 Grading cylinder
blocks
H
2.	 4 mins. 4.6 Talking about
pictures in book with
teacher
H
3.	 6M mins. 4.1 Joining straws
together
H




5.	 6 mins. 4.6 Going around hugging
children for fun
H
6.	 5 mins. 4.3 Matching triangles to
different boxes
L
7.	 12 mins. 3.10 Spooning dry peas
from one dish to
another
H
8.	 4M mins. 5.0 Looking at books H
9.	 4 mins. 4.1 Putting pegs in
pegboard
H





10 out of 13 children (76.92%) concentrated for at lest four minutes on
one thing during their 20 minute observation.
APPENDIX TEN
Lists of activities which brought about child/child interaction
for at least two minutes:
(a)	 COMMUNITY PLAYGROUPS
LENGTH OF INTERACTION AGE ACTIVITY
1.	 2% mins. 4.1 Doing Mickey Mouse jigsaw
with friend
2.	 4 mins. 5.2 Constructing model car from
bricks with friend
3.	 6% mins. 4.0 Playing with the bits of
jigsaw with friends
4.	 3 mins. 3.3 Tucking each other into
'bed'
5.	 2% mins. 4.1 Making a brick building
with friend
6.	 2 mins. 3.5 Fetching stickle bricks
with friend
7.	 3 mins. 4.0 Pretend fighting with
friends
8.	 4 mins. 4.0 Kicking ball with friends
9.	 2 mins. 3.4 Playing with playdough with
friend
10.	 2 mins. 4.0 Playing toy piano with
friend
11.	 2% mins. 4.0 Doing jigsaw together
11 out of 78 children (14.103%) interacted with each other
for at least two minutes continuously during their 20
minute observation.
(b) HOME PLAYGROUPS
LENGTH OF INTERACTION AGE ACTIVITY
1.	 3 mins. 3.3 Playing with a Lego
tower with friend
2.	 2 mins. 3.5 Playing with a doll's
pram with a friend
3.	 2 mins. 2.5 Choosing a jigsaw with
other children
4.	 7 mins. 3.4 Playing with a doll
with friend
5.	 2 mins. 4.1 Playing cars and
lorries with others
5 out of 44 children (11.364%) interacted with other
children for at leat two minutes continuously during their
20 minute observation.
(c) PRE-SCHOOLS FOR TRAVELLING CHILDREN
There were none.
	 The longest recorded child/child
interaction was of one minute's duration and there were
only two occasions when this occurred.
(d) BEFORE 5 CENTRE
LENGTH OF INTERACTION AGE ACTIVITY
1.	 2% mins. 5.0 Giving out milk
2.	 2 mins. 5.0 Looking at books with
a friend
2 out of 13 children (15.38%) interacted with each other
for at least two minutes continuously during their 20
minute observation.
APPENDIX ELEVEN
List of Activities which were associated with the Target
Child Speaking for two minutes or more:
(a) COMMUNITY PLAYGROUPS
TIME	 SPEAKING AGE ACTIVITY
1.	 4 mins. 5.2 Constructing model car
from bricks
2.	 2% mins. 4.7 Playing in the 'home
corner'
3.	 2 mins. 4.4 Putting doll to bed
4.	 3 mins. 4.0 Playing with jigsaw
5.	 2 mins. 4.0 Arguing about crayons
6.	 2 mins. 4.0 'Reading' picture book
and talking to himself
7.	 2 mins. 3.10 Rushing up and down
inside 'home corner'
8.	 5 mins. 3.3 Playing with model
animals and talking to
himself
9.	 3% mins. 4.1 Constructing building
from wooden bricks and
talking to the friend
who was helping him
10.	 3% mins. 4.4 Building with stickle
bricks
11.	 2% mins. 4.1 Constructing bricks as
per picture with
playgroup leader
12.	 2 mins. 3.4 Trying to make dog out
of stickle bricks
13.	 2 mins. 4.2 Answering PGLs
questions
14.	 6 mins. 4.0 Talking into a brick
'microphone'
15.	 3 mins. 4.1 Painting
(unstructured)
16.	 2% mins. 3.4 Painting balloons
17.	 2% mins. 3.8 Answering PGLs
questions
18.	 2 mins. 3.4 Playing with playdough
18 out of 78 children (23.077%) spoke for two minutes or
more during their 20 minute observation.
(b) HOME PLAYGROUPS
TIME SPEAKING AGE ACTIVITY
1.	 2% mins. 3.5 Threading beads
2.	 2% mins. 3.1 PGL asking questions
about coloured shapes
3.	 2 mins. 4.6 Egocentric speech
while working on
pegboard
4.	 2 mins. 3.1 Playing with
'binoculars' made from
'loo rolls'
5.	 3 mins. 4.0 Stacking plastic jars
of reducing size
6.	 2 mins 4.5 Telling PGL a story
7.	 3 mins. 3.5 'Pretending' with
teddy (egocentric
speech)
8.	 2 mins. 3.4 Playing with doll with
a friend
9.	 2 mins. 3.4 Playing with a Lego
lorry with Lego men in
it	 (egocentric speech)
10.	 2% mins. 4.3 PGL asking questions
about colours
11.	 10 mins. 4.7 'Cooking' with toy
pots and pans which
involved other
children
12.	 2 mins. 3.5 Playing with playdough
(speaking to others)
13.	 2 mins. 3.9 Playing with
plasticine (speaking
to others)
13 out of 44 children (29.545%) spoke for two minutes or
more during their 20 minute observation.
(c) PRE-SCHOOLS FOR TRAVELLING CHILDREN
TIME	 SPEAKING AGE ACTIVITY
1.	 2% mins. 5.6 Replies to the
teacher's questions
about the alphabet
2.	 2 mins. 3.5 Talking about plywood
cut mit pictures
3.	 2% mins. 5.2 Talking to herself
about the shape sorter
3 out of 15 children (20.00 96) spoke for two minutes or more
during their 20 minute observation.
(d) BEFORE 5 CENTRE
TIME	 SPEAKING AGE ACTIVITY
1.	 4 mins. 4.6 Looking at pictures
2.	 3% mins. 4.1 Singing
3.	 2 mins. 4.4 Competing in building
the tallest column in
bricks
3 out of the 13 children (23.07%) spoke for two minutes or
more during their 20 minute observation.
APPENDIX TWELVE
Summary of the Results from the Questionnaire (Part I)
(a) COMMUNITY PLAYGROUP LEADERS:
Filled in by 11 Community Playgroup Leaders
visited as part of the Case Study (n = 11).
(Completed 1990 - Similar Results, 1986).
(For copy of Questionnaire used, see other Appendices)
Number of P.G. leaders who are mothers: 10	 (91%)




Number of P.G. leaders who had degrees: 2	 (18%)
Number of P.G. leaders who have
completed the I.P.P.A. Introductory
course: 9	 (82%)
Taken other pre-school courses: 2	 (18%)








Average number of years spent in present


















Number that made use of timetable each
day: 8	 (73%)
Number that varied the seating

























Some of the following
descriptions have been
shortened
















































SEE QUESTIONNAIRE IN APPENDICES 1	 2	 3	 4	 5
I	 I





Small Junk Materials \\\\\\\\\
Large Floor Blocks \\\\ 2.3
Small Floor Blocks \\\\\\\\\\\\\\







Material for music \\\\\\\
Material for Painting \\\\\\\\\\\\\\
Books and Children's Stories \\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 5.0
Woodwork Equipment \ 1.6
Structured Materials \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 5.0
Scale Version Toys \\\\\\\\\\\\ 4.5
4.5
4.7
Science Materials \ \ \ \ 2.8
Home Corner Equipment \\\\\\\\\\\
Clay, PlayDough, Etc. \\\\\\\\\\\\\
Visual Aids \ 1.2
3.7Sink & "Water Play" Equipment \\\\\\\\\\
Imaginative Play Material \\\\\\\\\ 3.6
Information taken from Questionnaires
filled in by 11 Community Playgroup
Leaders visited as part of the Case Study
1 = Never














































TEACHING APPROACHES AND STRATEGIES
Case Study
Community Playgroups




Information taken from Questionnaire filled in by 11 Community
Playgroup leaders visited as part of the Case Study.
A lot of learning materials need to be \\\\\\\\\\\\\ 4.3
provided if a playgroup is to be a success \\\\\\\\\\\\\
Effective playgroups cannot be run with-out \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 5.5
playgroup training \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
It is important to teach the rudiments of \\\\\\\\\ 3.5
reading and writing in playgroups \\\\\\\\\
Emotional development is best advanced \\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 4.7
through "make believe" play \\\\\\\\\\\\\\
Number symbols, letters and shape names \\\\\\\\\\\\\ 4.6
should be taught early \\\\\\\\\\\\\
Physical development can best be provided \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 5.8
through play activities \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
Playgroup leaders should establish a \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 5 5
similar routine each day \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
Provision of adequate space is important \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 6.0
for the running of a worthwhile playgroup \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
Children's problem solving ability is best \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 5.5
developed through play \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
The playgroup leader should initiate and \\\\\\\\\\\ 4.2
direct the child's activities \\\\\\\\\\\
Social Development is best promoted through \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 5.7
play activities \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
Minimal discipline makes a playgroup \\\\\\\\\\ 4.0
work well \\\\\\\\\\
Primary school (Junior Infants) is an \\\\\\\\\\\\\ 4.7
extension of the playgroup \\\\\\\\\\\\\
Academic development is very important in \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 5.7
play school \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
Play activities are useful in that they \\\\\ 2.9
keep children quiet \\\\\
Language development is best promoted \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 5.6
through the play environment \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
Sensory perceptual development is best \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 5.6
brought about by constant practice \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ ,,
Self concept development is enhanced if \\\\\\\\\\\\\ 4.5
the playgroup leader has firm discipline \\\\\\\\\\\\\
Other Intellectual development can be \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
stimulated by have a well thought out \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 5.0
timetable \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
Social development is more important than \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 5.1
Academic development \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
Language development is more important than \\\\ 2.8
Emotional development \\\\
Physical development is more important \\\\\\ 3.3
than sensory perceptual development \\\\\\
The most important function of the playgroup \\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 4.8
is to develop the child's social skills \\\\\\\\\\\\\\
Playgroups should never in any circumstances \\\\\\\\\\\ 4.1
engage in formal teaching. \\\\\\\\\\\
The playgroup is an extension of the home \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 5.6
Irish should be incorporated into the pre- \\\\\\\\\\\\\ 4.6
school setting as often as possible \\\\\\\\\\\\\
The Religious and Moral development of the \\\\\\\\\\\































































NOTE: Some of the above questions have been shortened
nf ouestionnaire in the Appendices
Summary of Section III open-ended comments
Case Study: Community P.G.s (n = 11)
1.	 Recognise valuable work going on in P.G.s
2. Introduce a formal training course. Provide a
recognised qualification.
3. Increase the age of entry to Primary School.
4. Restructure the junior/senior infant programme as
taught.
5. Children to spend at least two years in a
playgroup situation with a flexible curriculum.
6. Open the doors of communication between the school
and the playgroup.
7. Coordinate all registered playgroups.
8. More money to I.P.P.A.	 Better services for
existing P.G.s.	 More advisers in the Republic of
Ireland (two are not enough). Help and advice to
maintain standards. Better pay for P.G. leaders.
(b) HOME PLAYGROUP LEADERS:
Filled in by 6 Homegroup Playgroup Leaders
visited as part of the Case Study. (Two did not
return the questionnaire) (n = 6). (Completed
1990 - Similar Results, 1986).
(For copy of Questionnaire used, see other Appendices)
Number of P.G. leaders who are mothers: 4	 (67%)
Average number of children of their own: 3.75
Number of P.G. leaders who had degrees: Nil
Number of P.G. leaders who have
completed the I.P.P.A. Introductory
course: 4	 (67%)
Taken other pre-school courses: 4	 (67%)








Average number of years spent in present


















Number that made use of timetable each
day: 5	 (83%)
Number that varied the seating



























	Some of the following	 0
	
descriptions have been	 0
rt
shortened
SEE QEUSTIONNAIRE IN APPENDICES
Frequency of use 1-11 c
tD
m of materials m
1	 2	 3	 4	 5









Small Junk Materials \\\\\\\ 85%
Large Floor Blocks \\\\ 2.2 50%
Small Floor Blocks \\\\\\\\\\\\\ 100%








P.E. Equipment \\\\\ 83%
Material for music \\\\\\\\ 67%
Material for Painting \\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 100%
Books and Children's Stories \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 100%
Woodwork Equipment 1.0 0%
Structured Materials \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 100%
Scale Version Toys \\\\\\\\\\\\\ 100%
Science Materials \\\\\ 2.7 67%
Home Corner Equipment \\\\\\\\\\\ 4.0 83%
Clay, PlayDough, Etc. \\\\\\\\\\\\\ 100%
Visual Aids \\ 1.7
3.8
33%
Sink & "Water Play" Equipment \\\\\\\\\\ 100%
Imaginative Play Material \\\\\\\\\ 3.5 100%
Information taken from Questionnaires 	 1 = Never
filled in by 6 Home Playgroup Leaders	 5 = Very Frequently







































TEACHING APPROACHES AND STRATEGIES
5 = Very
Frequently
Information taken from Questionnaires filled in by the Home





2	 3	 4	 5
	 6
1	 1	 1	 1 1
A lot of learning materials need to be








It is important to teach the rudiments of




Emotional development is best advanced \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 5.2
through "make believe" play \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
Number symbols, letters and shape names \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 5.2
should be taught early \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
Physical development can best be provided \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 5.5
through play activities \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
Playgroup leaders should establish a \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 5.7
similar routine each day \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
Provision of adequate space is important \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 6.
for the running of a worthwhile playgroup \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
Children's problem solving ability is best \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 5.3
developed through play \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
The playgroup leader should initiate and \\\\\\\\\\\\\ 4.3
direct the child's activities \\\\\\\\\\\\\
Social Development is best promoted through \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 5.5
play activities \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
Minimal discipline makes a playgroup \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 4.8
work well \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
Primary school (Junior Infants) is an \\\\\\\\\\\\\ 4 3
extension of the playgroup \\\\\\\\\\\\\
Academic development is very important in \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 4.7
play school \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
Play activities are useful in that they \\\\ 2.8
keep children quiet \\\\
Language development is best promoted \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 5.2
through the play environment \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
Sensory perceptual development is best \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 6.
brought about by constant practice \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
Self concept development is enhanced if \\\\\\\\\\\\\ 4.2
the playgroup leader has firm discipline \\\\\\\\\\\\\
Other Intellectual development can be \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
stimulated by have a well thought out \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 5.3
timetable \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
Social development is more important than \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 6.4
Academic development \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
Language development is more important than \\\\ 2.7
Emotional development \\\\
Physical development is more important \\\\ 2.7
than sensory perceptual development \\\\
The most important function of the playgroup \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 5.8
is to develop the child's social skills \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
Playgroups should never in any circumstances \\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 5 0
engage in formal teaching. \\\\\\\\\\\\\\
The playgroup is an extension of the home \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 5.7
Irish should be incorporated into the pre- \\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 5 0
school setting as often as possible \\\\\\\\\\\\\\
The Religious and Moral development of the \\\\\\\\\\\\\






























































NOTE: Some of the above questions have been shortened
SEE copy of Questionnaire in the Appendices
Summary of Section III Open-ended Comments
Case Study: Home Playgroups (n = 6)
1. Children should start school when 5.
2. Increase grants to set up Home Playgroups.
3. Make playgroups an integral part of the Education
system. liaison between P.G.s and primary
schools.
4. National/international standard of qualification
for pre-school, i.e. A.M.I. Montessori Diploma.
5. Insist on all pre-schools being inspected and
registered.
6. Subsidise pre-schools.
7. More funding for regional advisors.
(c) PRE-SCHOOLS FOR TRAVELLING CHILDREN:
Filled in by 2 teachers from the Pre-schools for
Travelling Children in Cork city visited as part
of the Case Study. (n = 6).
(For copy of Questionnaire used, see other Appendices)
Number of P.G. leaders who are mothers: 1	 (50%)
Average number of children of their own: 3
Number of P.G. leaders who had degrees: 1	 (50%)
Number of P.G. leaders who have
completed the I.P.P.A. Introductory
course: 1	 (50%)
Taken other pre-school courses: 2	 (100%)








Average number of years spent in present


















Number that made use of timetable each
day: 2	 (100%)
Number that varied the seating

























Frequency of use rh
1-t m
Range Materials	 m of materials m
Some of the following 	 0
descriptions have been
shortened
SEE QUESTIONNAIRE IN APPENDICES 1 2 3 4 5
0










Small Junk Materials \\\\\\\\\\\ 100%
Large Floor Blocks \\\\\\\\\\\ 100%
Small Floor Blocks \\\\\\\\\\\\\ 100%








P.E. Equipment \\\\\ 50%
Material for music \\\\\\\\ 100%
Material for Painting \\\\\\\\\\\\\ 100%
Books and Children's Stories \\\\\\\\\\\\\ 100%
Woodwork Equipment \\\\\ 2.5 50%
Structured Materials \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 100%
Scale Version Toys \\\\\\\\\\\ 4.0
4.0
100%
Science Materials \\\\\\\\ 3.0
3.5
50%
Home Corner Equipment \\\\\\\\\\ 100%
Clay, PlayDough, Etc. \\\\\\\\\\ 100%
Visual Aids \\\\\\\\\\ 3.5 100%
Sink & "Water Play" Equipment \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 100%
Imaginative Play Material \\\ 2.0 50%
Information taken from Questionnaire filled in by 2 teachers





































TEACHING APPROACHES AND STRATEGIES
5 = Very
Frequently
Information taken from Questionnaires filled in by the Home
Playgroups involved in the Case Study.
\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 6.0
\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
Number symbols, letters and shape names
should be taught early 	 \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\





Playgroup leaders should establish a
similar
Provision of adequate space is important	 \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
for the running of a worthwhile playgroup	 \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
Children's problem solving ability is best	 \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 6\ 6
The playgroup leader should initiate and
direct the child's activities
	 \\\\\\\\\\\ 4.0
	 \\\\\\\\\\\
Social Development is best promoted through	 \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 6.\ 6
Minimal discipline makes a playgroup 	 \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 5 5
Primary school (Junior Infants) is an
extension of the playgroup
	 \\\\\ 2.5
	 \\\\\
Academic development is very important in	 \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
keep children quiet






































1. A lot of learning materials need to be
provided if a playgroup is to be a success
\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 5.0
\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\




3. It is important to teach the rudiments of
reading and writing in playgroups
4. Emotional development is best advanced
through "make believe" play == 3.5
Language development is best promoted	 \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
through the play environment	 \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
Sensory perceptual development is best 	 \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
brought about by constant practiceght 	 \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
The most important function of the playgroup \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
is to develop the child's social skills 	 \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
6.0
6.0
Playgroups should never in any circumstances
engage in formal teaching.
1.5
The playgroup is an extension of the home	 \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
NOTE: Some of the above questions have been shortened
SEE copy of Questionnaire in the Appendices
Summary of Section III Open-Ended Comments
Case Study: Pre-Schools for Travelling Children
1. Need a pre-school governing council which
recognises the needs of the 3-6 year old age
group.
2. Need to work in conjunction with the primary
school so that the work of each can complement the
other.
3. There should be one school plan for all pre-
schools which would take into account the views of
Montessori and others who have the children's
educational welfare at heart.
(d) BEFORE 5 CENTRE:
Filled in by 3 Montessori teachers in the 'Before
Five Centre', Cork visited as part of the Case
Study. (n = 3). (Completed 1990 - similar
results, 1986)
(For copy of Questionnaire used, see other Appendices)
Number of P.G. leaders who are mothers: Nil
Average number of children of their own: Nil
Number of P.G. leaders who had degrees: Nil
Number of P.G. leaders who have
completed the I.P.P.A.	 Introductory
course: Nil
Taken other pre-school courses: 3	 (100%)









Average number of years spent in present




Average number of adults present in each
class: 1
Average number of children in each
session:	 (20 in the morning; 20 in the
evening) 20
Average staff/pupil ratio: 1:20
Number that made use of timetable each
day: 2	 (67%)
Number that varied the seating
arrangement in their playgroup each day: Nil



































Some of the following
descriptions have been
shortened
SEE QUESTIONNAIRE IN APPENDICES















1- 1 Large Floor Blocks 0%
1-1 Small Floor Blocks 0%
1 - Sand and Sand Equipment 0%

















Material for Music \\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 100%
Material for Painting \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 100%
Books and Children's Stories \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 100%
Woodwork Equipment 1.0 0%
Structured Materials \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 100%
Scale Version Toys 1.0
3.0
0%
Science Materials 1.0 100%
Home Corner Equipment 1.0 0%
Clay, PlayDough, Etc. \ \ \ \ 2.0 100%
Visual Aids 1.0 0%
Sink & "Water Play" Equipment \\\\\\\\\ 100%
Imaginative Play Material 1.0 0%
Information taken from Questionnaires	 1 = Never
filled in by 3 Montessori Teachers
visited as part of the Case Study 	 5 = Very
Frequently


















1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 RANGE
\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\












Structured Play \\\\\\\\\\\\ 3.3 1-5
Activities \\\\\\\\\\\\
Unstructured Play 1.3 1-2
Activities
Information taken from questionnaire filled in by 3 Montessori






3	 4	 5	 6	 7




It is important to teach the rudiments of




Emotional development is best advanced C 1.3
through "make believe" play \
:Number symbols, letters and shape names \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 5.0
should be taught early \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
Physical development can beet be provided \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 5.3
through play activities \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
Playgroup leaders should establish a \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
similar routine each day \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
Provision of adequate space is important \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 6.3
for the running of a worthwhile playgroup \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
Children's problem solving ability is best \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 5.0
developed through play \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
The playgroup leader should initiate and \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 6.
direct the child'e activities \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
Social Development is best promoted through \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 5.3
play activities \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
Minimal discipline makes a playgroup \\\ 2.0
work well \\\
Primary school (Junior Infante) is an \\\\\\\\ 3.3
extension of the playgroup \\\\\\\\
Academic development is very important in \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 5.0
play school \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
Play activities are useful in that they \ 1.6
keep children quiet \
Language development is best promoted \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 5.0
through the play environment \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
Sensory perceptual development is beet \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 6.6
brought about by constant practice \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
Self concept development is enhanced if \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 6 3
the playgroup leader has firm discipline \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
Other Intellectual development can be \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ I
 by have a well thought out \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\15.6
timetable \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
Social development is more important ti-an \\'.1...1%	 •
Academic development \\\\\\\\.\
Language development is more important than \\\\\\\ 3.0
Emotional development \\\\\\\\
Physical development is more important \\\\\\\\ 3 0
than sensory perceptual development \\\\\\\\
I	 The most important function of the playgroup \\\\\\\\\\ 3.6
is to develop the child's social skills \\\\\\\\\\
1	 Playgroups should never in any circumstances \\\\\\\\\ 3.3
engage in formal teaching. \\\\\\\\\
i	 The playgroup is an extension of the home \\\\\\\\\\ 3.6
Irish should be incorporated into the pre- \\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 4.6
school setting as often as possible \\\\\\\\\\\\\\
1	 The Religious and Moral development of the \\\\\\\\\\\\\\
































\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\A lot of learning materials need to beprovided if a playgroup is to be a success
Effective playgroups cannot be run with-out
playgroup training
	
7.0	 7 - 7
	

























,brive ouestions have been shortened
Summary of Section III Open-Ended Comments
3 Montessori Teachers from the 'Before 5 Centre'
1. More financial aid in the running and upkeep of
nurseries in the country is required.
2. There is a need to maintain standards in
playgroups/pre-schools.
3. Better salaries for A.M.I. Montessori teachers are
required.
4. All pre-school teachers should be qualified.
5. The government should recognise that the
Montessori system is the best method of pre-school
education.
6. Reception classes in national schools should have
fully trained Montessori teachers.
APPENDIX THIRTEEN
Summary of the results from the Questionnaire (Part II)
(a) COMMUNITY PLAYGROUPS:
Filled in by a random sample of Community Playgroups from
the Republic of Ireland (n 12)
(Completed 1990).
(For copy of Questionnaire used, see other Appendices)
Number of P.G. leaders who are mothers: 10	 (83%)
Average number of children of their own: 3
Number of P.G. leaders who had degrees: 3	 (25%)
Number of P.G. leaders who have completed the
I.P.P.A. Introductory course:
9	 (75%)
Taken other pre-school courses: 5	 (42%)








Average number of years spent in present
















Number that made use of timetable each day:
6(50%)
Number that varied the seating
arrangement in their playgroup each day: 11	 (9296)
Visual Aids 17%1.3
Republic of Ireland (n=12)
Frequency of use of •
0.	 13.1
Range Materials materials hti
•	 I-,




























Sink & "Water Play" Equipment \\\\\\\\\\ 92%
Imaginative Play Material \\\\\\\\\\ 83%
"""" 3.1Riding Equipment


























Small Floor Blocks \\\\\\\\\\\\

























Material for Painting \\\\\\\\\\\\\\
Books and Children's Stories \\\\\\\\\\\\\\
4.9
4.9
AVAILABILITY AND FREQUENCY OF USE OF MATERIALS
Sample of Community Playgroups from
Information taken from Questionnaires 	 1 = Never
filled in by a random sample of 	 5 = Very Frequently
community playgroups from the Republic of
Ireland.
Child Chosen \\\\\\\\\\\\\ 3.9
Activities \\\\\\\\\\\\\ 1-5
Games with \\\\\\
Pre-determined \\\\\\ 2.4 1-5
Rules \\\\\\
Observational \\\\\ 2.3
Walks and Visits \\\\\ 1-4
Make Believe \\\\\\\\\\ 3.4
and Drama \\\\\\\\\\ 1-5
Structured Play \\\\\\\\\\\\
Activities \\\\\\\\\\\\ 3.7 2-5








TEACHING APPROACHES AND STRATEGIES
Sample of community playgroups
from the Republic of
Ireland	 Frequency of use
5 = Very
Frequently
Information taken from Questionnaire filled in by a Random Sample













1	 1	 1	 1	 1
A lot of learning materials need to be	 \\\\\\\\\\\\\
provided if a playgroup is to be a success	 \\\\\\\\\\\\\
4.4
5.4
Effective playgroups cannot be run with-out 	 \\\\\\\\\\\\
playgroup training	 \\\\\\\\\\\\
4.3
It is important to teach the rudiments of
	 \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
reading and writing in playgroups 	 \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
Emotional development is best advanced \\\\\\\\\ 3.5
through "make believe" play \\\\\\\\\
Number symbols, letters and shape names \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 6.
should be taught early \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
'Physical development can best be provided \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 5 9
through play activities \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\.\\
Playgroup leaders should establish a \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 5.7
similar routine each day \\\\\\\\\\.\\\\\\\\
Provision of adequate space is important \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 6.
for the running of a worthwhile playgroup \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
Children's problem solving ability is beet \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 5.3
developed through play \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
The playgroup leader should initiate and \\\\\\\\\\\ 4.1
direct the child's activities \\\\\\\\\\\
Social Development is best promoted through \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 6.
play activities \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
Minimal discipline makes a playgroup \\\\\\\\\\\\\ 4.4
work well \\\\\\\\\\\\\
Primary school (Junior Infante) is an \\\\\\\\\\\ 4 1
extension of the playgroup \\\\\\\\\\\
Academic development is very important in \\\\\\\\\\\\\ 4.3
play school \\\\\\\.\\\\\\
Play activities are useful in that they \\\\ 2.7
keep children quiet \\\\
Language development is best promoted \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 5.5
through the play environment \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
Sensory perceptual development is beet \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 4 9
brought about by constant practice \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
Self concept development is enhanced if \\\\\\\\\\\\\ 4 2
the playgroup leader has firm discipline \\\\\\\\\\\\\
Other Intellectual development can be \\\\\\\\\\\\\\
stimulated by have a well thought out \\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 4.4
timetable \\\\\\\\\\\\\\
Social development is more important than \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 5.6
Academic development \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
Language development is more important than \\\\ 2.7
Emotional development \\\\
Physical development is more important \\\\\\\ 3.4
than sensory perceptual development \\\\\\\
The most important function of the playgroup \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 5.3
is to develop the child's social skills \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
Playgroups should never in any circumstances \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 5.7
engage in formal teaching. \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
The playgroup is an extension of the home \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 5.3
i	 Irish should be incorporated into the pre- \\\\\\\\\\\ 4.2
school setting as often as possible \\\\\\\\\\\
r	 The Religious and Moral development of the \\\\\\\\\\
























































NOTE: Some of the above questions have been shortened
•
Summary of Section III Open-Ended Comments
Random Sample of Community Playgroups
1. Emphasis should be on the child/parents in contrast with
present primary school where child is 'handed over'.
2. Recognition of I.P.P.A. the need for more money, etc.
Educating the public as to the need for playgroups, making
grants available.
3. Own child jealous of others. Finding time to order
materials for playgroup.
4. Mother and Toddler Groups should be integrated with
community P.G.s so that children and parents receive a
continuity of treatment. Parents should do
doorstep/introductory/ foundation courses while in the
Mother & Toddler group.
5. Being physically able to cope with the children each day.
6. Need for suitable accommodation.
7. Increase the pay of P.G. leaders - all P.G. leaders should
be paid equally.
8. Involving parents on the rota is a big problem - encourage
parents.
9. Establish standards to which all P.G.s should adhere
(registration and inspection).
10. Keeping fees low enough for all children to participate and
yet having enough money to afford equipment, P.G.L.s salary,
etc.
11. Appoint more Regional Playgroup Advisors. Biggest problem
at the moment is the lack of support.
12. I.N.T.O. should recognise playgroups and their value to
children.
13. Trying to keep parents happy is the biggest single problem -
parents regard P.G.s as glorified 'babysitting'.
14. Grants to P.G.s are presently awarded on an ad hoc basis by
Health Boards.
(b) HOME PLAYGROUPS:
Filled in by a random sample of Home Playgroups from the
Republic of Ireland (n = 22) (Completed
1990).
(For copy of Questionnaire used, see other Appendices)
Number of P.G. leaders who are mothers: 20	 (91)
Average number of children of their own: 3.1
Number of P.G. leaders who had degrees: 5	 (23%)
Number of P.G. leaders who have completed the
I.P.P.A.	 Introductory course:
11	 (50%)
Taken other pre-school courses: 9	 (41%)








Average number of years spent in present
















Number that made use of timetable each day:
10	 (45%)
Number that varied the seating
arrangement in their playgroup each day: 14	 (64%)
AVAILABILITY AND FREQUENCY OF USE OF MATERIALS














































SEE QUESTIONNAIRE IN APPENDICES 1	 2	 3	 4	 5
I	 I	 I	 I






Small Junk Materials \\\\\\\\\\ 95%
Large Floor Blocks \\\\\\\\ 62%
Small Floor Blocks \\\\\\\\\\\\\ 95%
Sand and Sand Equipment \\\\\\\\\\ 3 9 86%





Climbing Apparatus \\\\ 43%
P.E. Equipment \\\\\\\ 81%
Material for music \\\\\\\ 76%
Material for Painting \\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 100%
Books and Children's Stories \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 5.0 100%
Woodwork Equipment \\\\\ 2.6 43%
Structured Materials \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 5.0 100%





Science Materials \\\\\ 2.6 71%
Home Corner Equipment \\\\\\\\\\\\\ 90%
Clay, PlayDough, Etc. \\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 100%
Visual Aids \\\ 2.0
4.0
43%
Sink & "Water Play" Equipment \\\\\\\\\\\ 95%
Imaginative Play Material \\\\\\\\\\\ 100%
Information taken from Questionnaires 	 1 = Never
filled in by a random sample of Home 	 5 = Very Frequently








Frequency of eil 44













































Information taken from Questionnaire filled in by a Random Sample





















RANDOM SAMPLE OF HOME FLezUevure





1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7
P	 A lot of learning materials need to be








It is important to teach the rudiments of \\\\\\\\\\
reading and writing in playgroups \\\\\\\\\\ 3.1
Emotional development is best advanced \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
through "make believe" play \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 5.2
Number symbols, letters and shape names \\\\\\\\\\\\\\
should be taught early \\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 4.0
Physical development can best be provided \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
through play activities \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 5.8
Playgroup leaders should establish a \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
similar routine each day \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 4.3
Provision of adequate space is important \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
for the running of a worthwhile playgroup \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 5.8
children's problem solving ability is best \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
developed through play \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 5.5
The playgroup leader should initiate and \\\\\\\\\\\\\\
direct the child'e activities \\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 4.0
Social Development is best promoted through \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
play activities \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 5.9
Minimal discipline makes a playgroup \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
work well \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 5.4
Primary school (Junior Infants) is an \\\.\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
extension of the playgroup \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 4.9
Academic development is very important in \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
play school \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 4.6
Play activities are useful in that they \\\\\\\
keep children quiet \\\\\\\ 2.7
Language development is beet promoted \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\10.
through the play environment \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 5.7
Sensory perceptual development is best \\\X\WO.\\\\\\\\\
brought about by constant practice \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 4.9
Self concept development is enhanced if \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
the playgroup leader has firm discipline \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 4.9
Other Intellectual development can be \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\
stimulated by have a well thought out \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 4.8
timetable WAX1000.1.\\\WA
Social development is more important than \\\\\M\\\\\\\\\NAN\
Academic development \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\WA 5.5
Language development is more important than \\\\\\\
Emotional development \\\\\\\ 2.6
Physical development is more important \WAWA\
than sensory perceptual development \\\\\\\\\\ 3.2
The most important function of the playgroup \\\\\\\\\\.\\\\WWW,
is to develop the child's social skills \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\ 5.3
Playgroups should never in any circumstances \\\\WWWW0.\\
engage in formal teaching. \\\\\\OWNWN\ 4.3
The playgroup is an extension of the home \\\WW4.\\\\\VWX00.\15.6
Irish should be incorporated into the pre- \\\V\\\\‘‘\\\\\\\A\
school setting as often as possible \\\\\WANA\WONNA 4.9
The Religious and Moral development of the lit\\\\\WAVA\NA
child should be an integral part of the \\\\\\\WW00.\\\ 4.4
programne \\WW011.\\\\\\\O
ROTE: Some of the above questions have been shortened
SEE copy of Questionnaire in the Appendices
Summary of Section III Open-Ended Comments from
Random Sample of Home Playgroups
1. The importance of play in a child's life should be stressed.
2. Grants should be available to playgroups.
3. There should be better training for playgroup leaders.
4. Playgroups need suitable premises with enough space.
5. Tax exemption for playgroups. Freepost for literature
concerning playgroups.
6. Adequate pay for playgroup leaders. Improve the status of
playgroups.
7. All playgroups should be registered and non-approved
playgroups closed down. All playgroups must have insurance
and there are many operating at the moment which have none.
Registration should be carried out by I.P.P.A. Regional
Advisors employed by the Health Boards. Part-time playgroup
visitors - experienced playleaders - could be employed and
funded on a similar basis to provide advice and back-up
service at individual playgroup level.
8. There is no equity in the grants given to playgroups by
Health Boards - playgroups in areas of high unemployment
need state aid.
9. The government care little about small children's welfare -
look how long it has taken them to implement the Children's
Bill.
10. Formal education should begin at 5 years at the earliest.
11. Parents should be entitled to playgroups free of charge.
They should be funded by the government.
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